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			Chapter 1. 
The Beginning

			David Levi heard a deafening roar. Glass shattered inward, scattering on the café floor around him, obliterating all other sounds, except for a high-pitched ringing in his ears. The scene erupted into chaos. Shouts, screams, a second explosion. The warm scent of his favorite chocolate rugelach vanished, replaced by acrid smoke and the coppery smell of blood. Heat slammed into him, and the world became bent metal, shattered chairs, and choking dust.

			Eyes wide with shock and disbelief, his vision blurred, but through the haze, he glimpsed his parents’ faces. Cut, bloodied, with empty stares. His father had protectively thrown out an arm to shield him from the brunt of the explosion. It now lay heavy on David’s chest. Rachel’s small and delicate hand was frozen in mid-reach. Her fingers curled as if to touch him one last time. Darkness took him before grief could.

			The Levis had once epitomized idealism. They had been renowned American physicians. Isaac, a trauma surgeon, and Rachel, an infectious disease specialist. Driven by their heritage and a profound sense of responsibility, they had moved to Israel when David was just five. Issac’s mantra had been clear: “Medicine is not just a calling; it’s our contribution to humanity’s survival.” Now, their contributions lay in smoldering ruins.

			David awoke amid the rubble. “Momma,” he called through his tears, reaching for her. His eyes stung from the dust; his blood-soaked arms impaled by shards of flying glass. “Poppa,” he begged. “Make it stop.” His parents lay silent. “Imma. Abba.” He called again, shaking uncontrollably. “I’m cold.”

			“Son.” A muffled voice got louder as rescue workers pulled him from beneath mounded rubble and debris. “Stay with us, son.” Strong arms enveloped him as he inhaled the stench of smoke and death, his head tucked into the rescue worker’s shoulder. “We’ve got you.” 

			“The bastards are at it again.” The emergency brigade spoke Hebrew. David caught the word terrorist, a word he was familiar with. He lifted his head for a final glimpse of the two most important people in his world.

			In that single, harrowing moment, his childhood ended.

			~

			“Love alone won’t mend the fractures in his heart,” Miriam whispered to Uri Barak, as they sat in the quiet of Isaac and Rachel’s front room a few days later.

			David crept away from the front window and sank into the worn brocade sofa where his mother had read to him. He tucked himself under his aunt’s arm. He shied away from the man with the gravelly voice, whom Miriam had introduced as his father’s closest friend.

			“Mr. Barak trained with your father in the Israeli Defense Force,” Miriam said.

			David eyed him warily. “Why haven’t I met him before?” 

			“Uri joined the government and worked overseas,” Miriam replied. “Always in motion, this one,” tilting her head in Uri’s direction. “But he stayed close to Isaac in ways that mattered.”

			“I know you, Miriam,” Uri said. “What are you thinking?”

			“I’m taking him back to New York,” she said. She tousled David’s hair as he turned and looked up at her, a bewildered expression on his face. “There’s nothing for him here, now.” 

			“Except for his heritage,” Uri said quietly.

			David searched each of their faces, attempting to determine what this meant. A knot tightened within his chest. He clutched his still bandaged hand as best he could around Miriam’s.

			“He’ll never lose his roots,” Miriam said. “But I owe it to his parents to keep him safe.”

			“In New York?” Uri said with a chuckle and a hint of disbelief.

			“I’m leaving my post in the ER at Lenox Hill Hospital, and we’re going to New Hope outside of Philadelphia. It will be a new adventure.” She kissed David’s forehead, tightening her arm around him. “Won’t it?”

			David mumbled a reply and clung tighter to her.

			Uri shrugged.

			“He needs the stability, and it’s time for me to return home,” Miriam said. “My visit to Tel Aviv came with more than any of us bargained for.”

			~

			As David settled into his new life, his academic brilliance became undeniable. Teachers marveled at his intellectual ability, quickly advancing him two grades. However, this academic success only widened the emotional chasm between David and his peers. He was smaller, quieter, and more introspective than his classmates. They weren’t tolerant of that kind of difference. Every insult, “Why are you so weird? You don’t belong here, nerd,” cut deep. Yet he never fought back. Instead, he internalized the pain, burying his humiliation. Maybe for David, New Hope wasn’t living up to its name.

			“What are these?” Miriam would ask about the occasional bruise on his arms. 

			He shrugged her off. 

			“You fell again playing in the school yard?” 

			When he didn’t answer, she pressed harder with more questions. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“No,” was the extent of his practiced response. Hadn’t his father always talked about survival and how important it was to be strong and never complain? David was determined to be the independent boy his father would be proud of.

			~

			One evening, a week after David had celebrated his tenth birthday, a simple lunch in the park with Miriam, the phone rang just after sunset. 

			“Hello,” he answered just as Miriam was returning to the living room from the kitchen.

			“Young man, it’s Uri.”

			David recognized the gravelly voice that had frightened him years ago.

			He immediately handed the phone to his aunt.

			“It’s that man.”

			They spoke in a mix of Hebrew and English. David caught only pieces––his Hebrew was slipping. He strained to understand what they were saying. Miriam smiled at David and mouthed, “I will tell you later,” shooing him away. Unable to follow the conversation, he retreated to the hallway, awaiting the outcome of the call. 

			Miriam called David back to the room, and she nudged the phone toward him. David shook his head so hard it might fly off his neck.

			“Say goodbye to Mr. Barak.”

			“David eked out, “Goodbye, sir, thank you for calling.”

			Miriam patted the sofa. “Sit.”

			“Uri’s been keeping an eye on you,” she said. “Your father asked him to, just weeks before the bombing.”

			David frowned. “He’s been watching me? That’s creepy.”

			“He thinks it’s time for you to visit Israel this summer. To not be alone. To make new friends and connect with your ancestry.”

			David’s voice rose. “I’m not alone. I have you. Don’t I?”

			“You’ll always have me,” Miriam said.”

			He squirmed on the sofa next to her. “So, he thinks a plane ride will fix everything?” 

			“No,” she said. “He thinks it might help you remember the life your parents wanted for you. They dreamed you’d grow up knowing where you came from, walking the streets they loved, meeting the people and the places they believed in. Israel was more than a home to them, David—it was part of who they were, and part of who you are. Uri believes seeing it again might help you feel that… and maybe see that you’re not just drifting. You come from something strong, something they wanted you to carry forward.”

			David’s voice dropped. “What if I don’t want to go?”

			“Then don’t. But maybe we don’t decide tonight.”

			He looked down at the table. “You trust him?”

			“With my life,” she said. “And your father did too.”

			David didn’t reply. After a long pause, he muttered, “I’ll think about it,” and left the room.

			~

			David stayed quiet, but the quiet had changed. On good days, he began to ask about small things he had forgotten. What his parents laughed about? What did he have for breakfast? What the holidays looked like? Whom did he play with? He pictured a short visit, but not a new life. The thought of seeing Israel stopped feeling abstract. He began to imagine himself being there.

			Unfortunately, less than a month later, Miriam told him that Uri had been reassigned. An intelligence matter in Europe had pulled him away. David nodded and said it was fine. He caught Miriam watching him, trying to gauge his level of disappointment. He kept his face even. Later, alone, he admitted to himself that he had wanted the momentum for the trip to continue.

			He was better now than he had been, if only by a small amount. He still bristled when Miriam pressed too hard. He remained aloof on some days. Yet he still kept circling back with new questions about his parents and about Israel. The walls were not gone, but hairline cracks had opened and light was beginning to find its way through. The trip to Israel would wait. The desire, he knew now, would not.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2. 
Foundation of Discipline

			David’s stoicism couldn’t shield him forever, nor could Miriam’s comfort. The bruises became harder to explain, the loneliness heavier to bear. After a particularly rough week, he discovered a flyer for Sensei Yamamoto’s dojo, which Miriam must have left on the kitchen table. Reading it, his eyes lingered on the promise of discipline, confidence, and self-defense. Something in him clicked. Miriam enrolled him as a present for his twelfth birthday.

			At the beginning of each class at the dojo, David knelt in seiza with his fellow students, his hands on his thighs, joining them in silent meditation. At Sensei Yamamoto’s instruction, the class began every session in this way––ritual of stillness that was as important as any punch or kick. In these moments of breathing and mental focus, David felt the concerns he’d had about school or life melt away. He was in the moment.

			After meditation came the rigorous routine that Sensei Yamamoto insisted upon. The dojo echoed with the rhythmic thuds of fists against leather punching pads and the crisp kiai shouts accompanying each precise strike.

			“Keep your center! Lower stances!” Yamamoto-sensei called out as David and the others repeated basic kihon drills. They ran through endless sequences of blocks, strikes, and kicks in unison. The slap of bare feet on the wooden floor marked the tempo. David’s legs shook as he held a horse stance longer than he thought possible. Sweat beading on his brow––but he refused to straighten up early.

			Discipline was the currency of respect here. Senior students moved among beginners to correct posture or offer a quiet ‘good’ when form improved. Initially, he was embarrassed by these admonitions. In time, he learned to accept them as part of the process. In this communal forge, individual ego meant little; what mattered was dedication to craft and mutual growth.

			Yamamoto’s dojo was more than a place to train physically. It was a place where mental focus and true character were developed. During brief rest periods between sparring rounds, Sensei would share lessons on the principles of bushidō, the way of the warrior. David listened, breathing hard, as Yamamoto-sensei’s voice carried the weight of tradition.

			“Rectitude––justice and honor in your decisions. Courage––the spirit to stand up in the face of fear,” the master would intone, pacing slowly in his black gi. David internalized these virtues one by one: benevolence, respect, honesty, honor, and loyalty.

			At first, they were just foreign words and concepts, but over the months, he began to embody them. He bowed more mindfully to his partners. He took extra care when cleaning the dojo floor after class, treating it as a form of respect rather than a chore. The dojo kun (rules) posted on the wall—exhorting humility, compassion, and perseverance—began to guide him outside the dojo as well. When faced with everyday frustrations at school or home, he recalled Sensei’s mantra that “the true battle of the samurai is from within.” Over time, these virtues helped him respond with patience where, before, he might have reacted with anger and fear.

			David thrived on strict discipline. It wasn’t always a smooth journey. He struggled at times with self-doubt, especially when learning an advanced kata or being effortlessly thrown by a smaller, more skilled student during judo practice.

			One evening, after losing multiple sparring matches repeatedly to a less experienced student, he stayed late, wiping down the wooden floors, feeling the sting of inadequacy. Sensing his discouragement, Yamamoto-sensei approached and knelt beside him. In a gentle tone, he recounted how, as a young man, he too had once been impatient, expecting progress to come quickly.

			“The oak tree grows slow and steady,” the master said, “but in the end, it is stronger than the fast-sprouting grass.” He advised David to embrace the process. To see each setback as an opportunity to learn rather than a verdict on his worth. These words struck deep. David bowed, eyes burning with gratitude. From then on, he began to see challenges as part of his journey.

			With time, the emotional struggles—the frustration of a failed technique, the fear of an upcoming grading test—became easier to bear. He would close his eyes and recall the quiet breathing of meditation, finding a center of calm. In that inner stillness, nerves and self-pity had less power. He learned to get up from the mat with a bow and a clear mind, each fall and failure left behind like shed leaves, rather than carried as baggage.

			After nearly three years of grueling sessions under Sensei Yamamoto, David transformed. His body was stronger, and his mind was calmer. While he was walking home from studying in the library after school in the spring twilight, two familiar silhouettes emerged from the shadows: Tommy Brooks and Jared Miller. The duo was notorious for bullying smaller classmates.

			David saw them. One in front. The other quickly circling behind. There was no place to run. Tommy sneered and called him a geek. He moved forward and swung a heavy fist toward David’s face. David’s pulse hammered in his ears. The strike missed. He felt the sleeve of Tommy’s jacket brush past his face as he sidestepped to his left.

			David grasped the extended limb and pulled him forward. Tommy lost his balance. David drove an elbow sharply into his ribs. Followed up with a right cross. Tommy cried as it landed on his left cheek and fell to the ground—stunned.

			Jared charged. David’s heart raced, but his mind stayed focused. David pivoted and redirected Jared’s momentum, flipping him with an O Goshi, a basic hip throw. He landed hard on the concrete walkway. David knelt over him and pummeled him decisively. Right. Left. Right. The combination struck Jared’s face forcefully. David yelled, “Never again!”

			The attackers were shocked and winded, sprawled on the ground, groaning in painful defeat. At school the next day, they appeared with cuts, bruises, and black eyes. Jared had a gauze bandage on his left cheek. David overheard their embarrassing lies, claiming they’d been jumped by a gang of four older guys from downtown Philadelphia. With quiet satisfaction, David observed their wary eyes, yet offered nothing more than a subtle, inward smile. The bullying stopped.

			Following that encounter, David grappled with an internal conflict he hadn’t anticipated. Martial arts had given him power, yes, but that power unsettled him. At night, in the solitude of his room, he would replay the fight. He vividly recalled the impact of his fists on another person’s flesh. He wondered if his actions had been defensive or if, in the heat of the moment, something more primal and dangerous had surfaced within him.

			Sensei Yamamoto always stressed that true strength was shown through restraint and compassion. David began to understand why. Martial arts wasn’t about violence. It was about mastering one’s impulses, controlling one’s emotions, channeling aggression into purposeful discipline, and most importantly, understanding the profound responsibility that accompanied physical power.

			By the end of four years at Yamamoto’s dojo, David had transformed in ways even he hadn’t anticipated. His punches were sharper and his stances stronger. More importantly, he’d tempered his heart and mind. He had internalized a sense of honor in doing the right thing, even when no one was watching, and a sense of duty to help others, just as he had been helped.

			The evening he earned his brown belt, David was unexpectedly emotional. As Sensei tied the new belt over David’s sweat-drenched gi, he said, “This just holds up your pants. What really matters is what’s inside you now.” David understood. By the time he ultimately received his black belt, he had accepted the process and was no longer fixated solely on achieving the rank. The true reward of his training was not the belt or the accolades, but the person he was becoming: disciplined, resilient, and at peace.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3. 
A Summer in Israel

			It was fortunate that changes in Uri’s schedule had postponed David’s trip to Israel. The years had allowed him to grow stronger physically and mature emotionally. Shortly before his sixteenth birthday, the school year ended. The time had come for David to journey to his ancestral homeland.

			David’s arrival in Tel Aviv was a jolt to his senses. Stepping out of Ben Gurion Airport into the dry Middle Eastern summer, he was immediately engulfed by heat and the brassy chorus of car horns and rapid Hebrew. The air smelled of salt from the nearby Mediterranean and spices he couldn’t name. Everything felt startlingly alive and in motion. He spent his first day in the city wandering the streets near Dizengoff Square, marveling at Bauhaus-style white buildings and the mix of people––soldiers in uniform grabbing falafel next to teenagers zipping by on bicycles.

			He heard a siren in the distance. For a moment, he was transported back to the café where he last saw his parents alive. He considered trying to find that café, but then a cab arrived to take him to the hostel. That first night in the noisy hostel, David barely slept. His mind buzzed between thoughts of the café, uncertainty about whom he would meet, and his responsibilities at the kibbutz.

			The next morning, he boarded a rickety bus heading north toward the kibbutz, which would be his home for the next three and a half months. The urban landscape of Tel Aviv gave way to open roads, then to orchards and fields. Golden wheat swayed in the breeze, and rows of citrus trees blurred by. Finally, the bus deposited him at Kibbutz Chalutzim, a working communal farm near the coast.

			Aunt Miriam had told him of her experiences at a kibbutz many years ago. He knew it was a collective community, traditionally based on agriculture, where members shared resources, work, and responsibilities to foster communal living and mutual support. Kibbutz Chalutzim meant “The Pioneers” in Hebrew.

			He hefted his duffel bag and walked under an archway of bougainvillea into what would be his new community. The kibbutz’s dining hall, a low-slung building at the center, was bustling with activity even in the afternoon lull. People waved to him, total strangers yet warm and curious. Within minutes, a coordinator named Yael, sunburned and smiling, took him under her wing, showing him to the volunteers’ quarters.

			On the wall outside, someone had scrawled in English: No one is alone here. David was unsure, but the warmth of Yael’s greeting and the raucous laughter in the dining hall made him hope it might be true. The room he was assigned was sparse, but he hadn’t expected luxury. It contained just three metal-framed beds, two of which were already strewn with the clothing and possessions of other volunteers. The larger adjacent rooms were already occupied.

			He was met by a tall red-headed guy sitting on one of the bunks who grinned and stuck out a hand, “Hey, I’m Ben, from Manchester. You new here? Welcome, mate!”

			In moments, David was introduced to a swirl of names and nationalities. José from Colombia. Lea from France. Eitan, an Israeli just out of the army. All of them shared these cramped living quarters and an adventurous spirit. The immediate camaraderie was unexpected but welcomed.

			Life on the kibbutz quickly fell into a steady, if exhausting, rhythm. “Boker tov!” (good morning) came a shout and a knock on his door at 5:00 a.m. every day except Saturday. Bleary-eyed, David would dress in simple clothes: a T-shirt, cargo pants, and sturdy boots. He would then join the stream of kibbutzniks and volunteers heading to the dining hall. The communal breakfast was hearty. Baskets of fresh rolls, hard-boiled eggs, bowls of cucumber-tomato salad, and endless hummus to spread on everything. Over strong coffee in metal cups, the work assignments for the day were given out in a mix of Hebrew and English. One morning, David was assigned to the date palm orchard with two others. 

			Moshe, a veteran of the Israeli Defense Force, led the team. He drove them out to the groves in a rattling pickup truck as dawn light spread pink and gold over the desert-fringed fields. The tasks were straightforward but challenging: collecting fallen dates and checking irrigation lines. This was hard work. The process reminded him of his initial training sessions in the dojo.

			By 7:30 a.m., the sun was already blazing. David’s T-shirt was soaked through with sweat as he filled crate after crate with sticky, sweet dates that had dropped overnight. His lower back ached from bending and lifting. Moshe’s cheerful banter and occasional bursts of off-key singing somehow kept them all going. When their water canteens ran low, they took a break under the feathery shade of a palm, passing around a jug of cold water and sharing life stories with one another. David learned that Moshe had grown up on this kibbutz and that the groves they were tending had been planted by the founders some fifty years ago.

			“This land is part of me,” Moshe said, affectionately patting the trunk of a date palm. David couldn’t help comparing that rootedness to his own life. At home, he rarely spoke to neighbors, let alone being responsible for a piece of shared land. 

			Each day brought a new duty, ensuring the kibbutz’s self-sustaining community kept humming. Occasionally, David was assigned to the dining hall kitchen. Alongside two elderly kibbutznik ladies, he peeled mountains of potatoes and carrots. The kitchen was filled with shouted jokes, clanging pots, and the rich aroma of shakshuka simmering in giant pans for lunch.

			Sometimes, he collected eggs in the chicken coop. He learned to avoid the indignant pecks of hens under the guidance of Ronit, a young Israeli girl who spoke little English. She taught David how to gently scoop eggs without startling the birds. Once a week, he had a turn at cleaning the communal swimming pool, scrubbing tiles under a merciless sun. Afterward, he was rewarded with a cooling plunge into the water with everyone else at the end of the workday.

			Whatever the labor, it always ended in a similar manner. He was spent physically, but oddly content. There was something deeply satisfying about collapsing onto the grass in the late afternoon, knowing the day’s work meant people would eat dinner, crops would thrive, or the kibbutz children would swim in a clean pool that evening.

			The communal atmosphere was unlike anything David had experienced back home in Pennsylvania. At first, he felt a pang of homesickness in the evenings. He missed the quiet of his own room, the familiar hum of suburban crickets as he drifted to sleep. Here, privacy was a rare commodity. His roommates chatted late into the night, sometimes switching between languages mid-sentence. Someone was always coming or going. Yet, within a week, he adjusted—even cherished—the constant company. After dinner each night, the volunteers and young kibbutz members would gather at a little outdoor bar by the lawn. Under dangling bulbs and a sky awash with stars, they played old guitars. Older members drank cheap Goldstar beer or limonana, homemade frozen lemonade with mint, and they talked for hours.

			David formed an especially close bond with Eitan, who was only two years older but had the hardened experience of someone who had served in the military. Eitan was keen to practice his English and share local perspectives. In return, he peppered David with questions about life in America.

			“Is it true everyone has a car and a big house with a yard?” he would ask incredulously. David laughed as he had taken those things for granted, but here he was living in a tiny shared room and feeling freer than ever. Other nights, international volunteers would cook their native dishes. One evening, Maria from Spain made paella in an oversized pot for everyone. The spicy scent drew kibbutz elders out of their homes to investigate, ending with an impromptu dance party that blended flamenco with Israeli hora.

			The sense of family grew day by day. When someone’s clothes tore, there was always a needle and thread from the communal sewing kit, along with a pair of willing hands to help mend them. When the workday heat caused a minor bout of dehydration for David, the kibbutz nurse––a no-nonsense woman named Rivka––fussed over him like a son, making him rest and drink water with electrolyte powder, while others checked in on him throughout the day with genuine concern.

			One peaceful afternoon, a sudden shrill siren pierced the quiet, jolting the kibbutznik into frantic motion. David was quickly ushered into the mamad, the reinforced concrete safe room found everywhere throughout Israel. His thoughts immediately returned to that fateful day in the café, wishing that he and his parents had reached safety. Heart pounding, David listened to hushed whispers until an “all clear” signaled the rocket had landed harmlessly in an open field. Emerging into the sunlight, David realized for the first time that in his new world, danger was real, not hypothetical. He felt a heavy, unsettling clarity––the world he had stepped into wasn’t just a game––it was a test of survival. 

			On the weekend, usually on Shabbat when work paused, David reflected on how starkly life here contrasted with his life in Pennsylvania. At home, he had his own space, ample conveniences, and a familiar routine of school, dojo, and family dinners with Aunt Miriam. Life was comfortable but often insular. Here, comfort was replaced by collective effort and sometimes discomfort, but it bonded people tightly.

			One afternoon, sitting on the grass, looking out at a blazing sunset turning the fields gold, Yael asked him how he was finding the kibbutz.

			David struggled to articulate his thoughts. “It’s hard work…but I feel like I’m a part of something real.”

			She nodded knowingly. “This life isn’t easy, but it’s ours together,” she replied. “We share the burdens, we share the fruits. That’s the point.”

			In that instant, David understood community in a way he never had before. It was a living thing, sustained by each person’s contribution and care. It was an ethos not unlike the dojo’s, everyone improving together, but here it applied to living and working as a society. The kibbutz had begun to shape him much as the dojo had, sanding down edges of selfishness and reinforcing resilience. He learned to push through fatigue because others depended on him. The harder lesson was to accept help from others.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4. 
Krav Maga

			By mid-summer, with calloused hands and sunburnt skin, David was physically stronger than ever. When he had the opportunity to train in Krav Maga, the renowned Israeli self-defense system, he eagerly jumped at it. Daily, after finishing his chores, he would catch a dusty bus to a nearby town where he would reconnect with Uri Barak.

			From the moment David first stepped into Uri’s training hall, a no-frills warehouse gym, he sensed a stark difference from the tranquil space of his old dojo. Here, there was no polished wood floor, no alcove containing decorative calligraphy scrolls. Instead, fluorescent lights cast a harsh white glow on scuffed rubber mats. The walls were adorned not with poetic maxims, but with dented lockers and a few posters diagramming choke defenses and gun disarms. A faint smell of sweat, rubber, and metal hung in the air. It felt more like a fight gym than a school–– which was exactly the point. 

			Uri emerged from his small office to greet the new group of students. David remembered him as a grizzled, broad-shouldered man with close-cropped gray hair. He hadn’t changed, and his eyes were startlingly alert––hawk-like, taking stock of each person in a glance.

			“So, you want to learn Krav Maga?” he growled by way of introduction. His voice had the gravelly edge of someone who’d spent years barking orders. “Just know, this isn’t a sport, and I’m not your friendly Sensei. Cross me and I could be your worst enemy.”

			“This is about survival. If you train here, you give 110% or you leave.” No bowing, no formalities––that was Uri’s opening speech, delivered as he paced in front of the line of nine students. They were a mix of a few locals, an American tourist, two European backpacker types, and an IDF soldier on leave.

			David felt a mix of nervousness and excitement. This was exactly what he wanted: a crucible to test and broaden what he’d learned. Uri treated him the same as all the others, and possibly even harsher.

			The training sessions were physically grueling and relentlessly practical. Warm-ups doubled as intense conditioning drills. Uri immediately had them doing sprawls, going to the ground on all fours. Then, immediately jumping back up.

			Uri screamed, “One,” and they all dropped down. “Two,” and they jumped back up. These commands continued in increasingly rapid succession. By the count of forty, heavy breathing was all that could be heard.

			They transitioned into sprinting in place and dropping to the floor again. After fifteen minutes, David’s heart was racing, and sweat poured down his face. It felt more like the climax of an extremely demanding workout rather than just the start. Uri walked among them shouting, “On the street, you won’t be fresh! Move, move, push yourself––faster!” When someone slowed, Uri would tug at their shirt or give a light slap on the back of their head to jar them into pushing past their limits. David was bent over, hands on his knees, leg and arm muscles burning and shaking. Others near him were on the verge of collapse.

			This was a far cry from the measured pacing of karate class. Here, the philosophy was train tired, fight tired. Krav Maga, as Uri explained between drills, assumed you’d be attacked when you were least expecting it, maybe exhausted or off-balance, so you had to learn to respond even when your lungs burned and your muscles screamed.

			The techniques themselves were brutally efficient. David’s first partnered exercise was learning to break out of a chokehold. His partner was a solid, muscular kibbutznik named Avi, who apologized softly before wrapping his thick arm around David’s neck from behind. “Enough talking, do it!” Uri barked.

			Remembering Uri’s demonstration, David immediately dropped his weight, tucking his chin and snapping his hands up to trap Avi’s arm. They were slick with sweat, so grasping was difficult. In a single motion, he twisted his hips and slammed an elbow back into the attacker’s ribs. He didn’t actually hit Avi that hard, but the older student grunted appreciatively as David executed the move.

			“Good. Again! Faster!” Uri ordered. They repeated it over and over, switching roles back and forth. “Better!” He screamed. Injecting some humor, he said, “Just remember, in a real fight you won’t have the luxury of switching roles every two minutes.”

			When David played the attacker, he got a taste of his partner’s elbow thudding into the pad Uri made him hold against his chest. Even through padding, the force made him gasp.

			“No love taps here. Hit harder, damn it…make it hurt,” Uri growled. By the end of that class, David’s forearms were bruised from blocking wild punches, his shins scraped from low kicks. Yet, he was exhilarated. This was a distillation of combat down to its rawest components: survive and neutralize the threat.

			Uri’s no-nonsense instruction extended to mindset and philosophy, albeit a very different kind than Yamamoto-sensei’s. There were no lectures about honor or moral codes. Instead, during short water breaks, Uri would recount gritty real-life scenarios. “When I was with the IDF …,” he began one evening, almost offhandedly, causing everyone to listen in pin-drop silence. He described a situation where he had been unarmed and confronted by two attackers with knives in a foreign city.

			“There’s no ceremony when someone jumps you in an alley,” he said in a low voice, eyes distant as if replaying it. “I used what I had––a glass bottle at my feet. I smashed it and went for the face and eyes. One went down screaming, the other ran. That’s survival.”

			Uri surveyed the room. “I’ve seen more violence than you ever want to, and these techniques I’m teaching come from those unforgiving experiences.” He continued hammering home a few simple rules. “Aim for soft targets, the eyes, throat, groin, every time.” He looked at each of them. “There’s no fair fight. The only goal is to go home alive.” 

			Such words were jarring, given that David was steeped in the ethics of martial arts. At first, a part of him rebelled inwardly. What about restraint? What about honor? However, as the training continued, he gained a deeper understanding of the context.

			Krav Maga was born in a land of very real threats. Uri’s worldview, as he reminded them, was shaped by decades in covert ops. “In a life-or-death situation, you do whatever it takes.”

			There was a grim wisdom in that philosophy that David couldn’t deny. It didn’t overwrite his principles from bushidō; rather, it added a stark layer of realism atop them. He began to see that both could coexist. He could hold personal honor dear, yet if cornered by danger, unleash all necessary force to protect himself or others.

			One sweltering session, Uri set up a stress-fighting drill. They formed a circle around one person in the middle. One by one, they would rush in as “attackers.” When David’s turn came to stand in the center, he glanced around at the ring of classmates, gloves on their hands and determination in their eyes.

			“Ready…fight!” Uri barked.

			The first attacker lunged, a tall man feigning a choke from the front. David reacted automatically now. Grab the wrist, strike the throat. He stopped short of actually hitting the throat, but made it convincing.

			No sooner had the first backed off than the next attacker came. This time from behind, wrapping him in a bear hug. David stomped down with his heel and hammered backward with his elbow, remembering to twist out of the grip.

			“Turn!” Uri shouted. Next!”

			As David spun around, a third man shoved him hard from the side. He stumbled, caught himself, and snapped a flurry of punches at the padded helmet the “attacker” wore. His knuckles burned against the rigid plastic, a sharp sting with every hit. There was no time to think. He kept driving forward, breathing hard, eyes locked on the target.

			By the time the drill ended, David was panting, sweat stinging his eyes, a bruise forming on his left cheek where a punch had snuck through. His ears rang, partly from exertion, partly from Uri’s constant shouting to push harder. When Uri clapped him on the shoulder and gruffly said, “Not bad, kid,” a swell of pride filled David greater than any he’d felt breaking boards or winning a sparring match back home. He had been truly tested in chaos and had held his own.

			Practicing defenses in low-light conditions, simulated night attacks. One evening, Uri turned off most of the lights in the warehouse, plunging the space into dim shadows. He had pairs fight using plastic knives.. Red lipstick on the blade edge to simulate a cut and leave visual proof of who had prevailed. The darkness was disorienting. David and his partner stumbled and crashed into others as each tried to apply what they’d learned, often devolving into messy scrambles on the ground.

			“Find leverage, control the hand holding the weapon,” Uri repeated, kneeling next to tussling pairs and correcting their positions. More than once, David found himself instinctively using judo moves from his dojo days––a shoulder throw here, a joint lock there––to subdue his partner during these scuffles.

			Uri noticed. “Hmm, some of that traditional training, eh? Nice,” he remarked after David efficiently pinned an opponent’s arm and pried the fake knife away. There was no sarcasm in the comment; it was simply an acknowledgment that David’s prior discipline was meshing with these new techniques.

			David began to appreciate how much his karate and judo background benefited him now. He had balance. He had conditioning. Most importantly, he was able to continue practicing even when the drills became tough or painful. 

			The newer students, Lior and Noam, cursed in frustration when they couldn’t master a new grappling technique or grew sloppy and missed a block due to sheer exhaustion. David also had periods of frustration. His ribs were sometimes sore for days from getting hit in drills. He was finally learning to remain calm and analytical in these moments. That Zen-like focus cultivated at Yamamoto’s dojo allowed him to take a step back mentally, breathe, and try again methodically.

			“Don’t lose that focus,” Uri told him after one class. “You have a good head under pressure, that’ll save you as much as any counter punch.”

			Encouraged by the rare praise from Uri, he was determined to try even harder.

			David had developed a new layer of confidence and skill to augment his previous foundation. He was leaner and tougher. He could run longer, hit harder, and ignore the small aches and scrapes. Emotionally, he was discovering a resilience he hadn’t known he had. There were moments when Uri’s drills pushed him to the brink. He would hold a plank position while classmates unexpectedly shoved or kicked at him to test his stability. He would perform continuous rounds of sparring with fresh partners cycling in, growing increasingly fatigued while each new partner was fresh. His muscles would shake, and his mind would want to yield. But then he’d hear Yamamoto-sensei’s voice in memory. “The sword is forged in fire.” He would grit his teeth and push on, always finding a little more to give.

			Perhaps the most profound shift was in David’s clarity of purpose. One night, after a long training session, Uri surprised the group by inviting them to sit in a circle before heading home. He almost seemed uncomfortable as he tried to articulate something that had been on his mind. “Listen,” he began gruffly, “I push you hard because I want you to be able to protect yourselves…and others.”

			He looked directly at David and a couple of the younger students. “Someday, you might be the one who steps up when violence comes. Maybe you save a life, maybe it’s your own, maybe someone else’s. But you won’t if you hesitate.” He spoke softer now, “In all my years doing what I did, I learned that strength means nothing if your spirit is weak. “You,” he pointed with his hand at the group, “you have to decide what you stand for. Otherwise, what are you fighting to survive for?” Uri, the hardened warrior, was essentially asking them to consider the why behind the how. 

			Walking back to the bus stop under a sky of brilliant stars, David pondered his answer. Through all these experiences—the austerity of the dojo, the camaraderie of the kibbutz, and the ferocity of Krav Maga—a common thread emerged. To be strong. To protect. To connect. To better the world around him. The discipline of bushidō had taught him to live with integrity. The kibbutz had shown him the value of community and shared responsibility. Uri’s training was giving him the tools and mindset to act decisively when it mattered most. The true purpose of all his training was not to win fights or show off skills. It was to develop himself into someone capable of meeting life head-on, with courage, ability, and compassion in equal measure.

			At summer’s end, David would return home. On his last day at the kibbutz, he woke early to enjoy the sunrise over the fields one final time. The sky blazed orange and pink, illuminating the neat rows of crops he had tended and the simple houses where people he’d come to love slept. He practiced a few kata moves in the still morning air, combining a form from karate with a Krav Maga transition. How naturally both lived in his body now. He performed a kind of moving meditation, thanking his current instructors, the dojo in spirit, and this Israeli soil that had been his teacher too.

			Later, he said his goodbyes amid many hugs and even a few tears. His new friends made him promise to return someday. Uri’s farewell was typically terse––a firm handshake and the words, “Keep sharp. Remember what you learned.” There was also a small nod and a smile. But David didn’t need many words. He could see in Uri’s eyes a flicker of pride. In the embraces of his kibbutz family, an enduring bond.

			On the flight home, David felt both heavy with emotion and light with anticipation. The boy who left New Hope to begin his experience here months ago was not the same person returning now. He carried with him the quiet confidence of a warrior-in-training, forged by disciplined practice at dawn, by communal labor under the midday sun, and by intense fights in dimly lit warehouses. He had gained not just new techniques or stories, but a resilient spirit and a clear sense of self.

			Aunt Miriam was waiting for him as he arrived at JFK. He greeted her with a big hug. His backpack now hung over much stronger shoulders. He smiled, bowing his head slightly in an unconscious gesture of respect––to life, to his teachers, to the road ahead. Whatever challenges would come, he was ready to face them with focus, humility, and the unwavering resolve that had been cultivated through sweat and soul across two very different worlds.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5. 
Montgomery College

			The Montgomery College campus, located near Philadelphia, was mid-sized with several thousand students. It was highly competitive, and David thrived under the pressure of academic demands. Nights found him hunched over textbooks of human physiology, marveling at the fragile equilibrium that sustained life. Alongside biology, he pursued a minor in applied mathematics, including statistics, probability, and Bayesian analysis, which provided him with a framework to quantify uncertainty and more accurately predict outcomes. This analytical lens extended beyond his classes. He began to calculate probabilities of everyday events and read patterns in human behavior with the same methodical precision he applied in the lab.

			Socially, David remained polite but distant. He engaged in casual conversation when sharing a lab bench or participating in study groups, but he avoided any deep friendships. Patrick, his lab partner, found him friendly and thought he would make a good roommate, but David requested a single dorm room, preferring the solitude. In classes, he listened far more than he spoke. While classmates debated eagerly, sometimes talking over one another, David stayed quiet, his expression unreadable. He took everything in, eyes moving from speaker to speaker. When he finally did speak, it was brief, well-aimed, and often brought the room to a pause.

			Detachment was David’s armor. Yes, it allowed him to just focus on his studies, but it was also easier and safer. If he didn’t let people get too close, they couldn’t be taken from him. Holding others at a distance helped him stay focused. It also hid the truth. He was afraid. Afraid of losing someone he cared about. Afraid that anything good in his life could vanish without warning, just like before.

			For all his routine and rationality, David’s college life was punctuated by a rare but unforgettable reminder of who had shaped him. One evening in his sophomore year, just after a late lecture, he passed through the quiet side corridor of a campus building, now deserted. His instincts kicked in before his mind had time to process. The weight of a body, a flurry of motion. The attacker came in low with a double-leg takedown. David sprawled instinctively, dropping his hips back. The momentum carried them both to the linoleum with a sharp crack that echoed through the empty hallway.

			On the ground, the real battle began. His attacker pulled guard, wrapping his legs around David’s waist. They rolled through side control, David bridging desperately to escape while he worked toward a mount. Both men were breathing hard, sweat beading on their skin despite the cool air. Before David made one final attempt to free himself, he heard the words whispered close to his ear, “Good boychick,” The voice was unmistakably familiar, unmistakably Uri. This was not a warning. Just a test to remind him to maintain proficiency.

			Uri had once explained, back when David trained in Israel, that complacency was the first luxury lost in danger. Later on, Uri never said why he chose that moment, or why he never repeated it during the remainder of David’s college years. Perhaps it was a final lesson. Perhaps it was proof that David no longer needed constant testing. David recovered from the encounter quickly, heart pounding, muscles wired with readiness. He pivoted, arms raised, but Uri had already melted back into the evening shadows like a phantom.

			David stood alone in the hallway, the faint trace of adrenaline prickling along his scalp. No other words had been exchanged. None were necessary. That was Uri’s way.

			Campus life resumed like clockwork. Labs, lectures, deadlines. David maintained his academic rhythm and the appearance of calm, but the memory of that brief ambush clung to him. Not as trauma, but as calibration. His senses honed, his awareness elevated. It was the cost of being trained by someone who believed that readiness was not a mindset, but a responsibility.

			David’s commitment to self-improvement was relentless. A regimen meticulously crafted to forge both body and mind into unyielding instruments of resilience and strength.

			His daily routine began when the dorm room was quiet. Dim. Just a faint hum from the radiator and the steady tick of the wall clock. 5:02 a.m. David dropped to the floor. First set. Push-ups—slow, controlled. Chest kissed the floor, triceps burned. He welcomed the fire. Burn meant growth. Burn meant control.

			Fifty reps. No sound but his breath. His own pulse echoed in his ears—steady, pounding. Sit-ups next. Spine against the floor, knees bent. Hands behind his head, he curled up into the tension. Felt the tightness in his core, the stretch in his lower back. Ten, fifteen, twenty. Eventually fifty. Each one cut through the morning fog in his head.

			He didn’t need coffee. He needed movement. Squats followed—deep, heels flat, knees tracked clean. Quads quivered on the last ten. Didn’t stop. Couldn’t. At least pain was honest. Reliable. Mobility drills came next. Controlled shoulder rolls. Arm circles. Spine rotations. Ankles. Hips. Everything that carried weight got attention. He held each movement longer than most would. Felt the micro-stretches. The tiny pops in his joints. Loose now. Ready.

			Flexibility was armor, too. Just not as visible. His body knew the routine. The dawn barely touched the window. Outside, a trash truck growled somewhere down the street. He stayed in a low hamstring stretch—nose to shin. The tension formed behind his knees, then melted into yielding warmth. The stretch became breath. Stillness. His mind controlled his body.

			After class, he ran. Long campus loops. Asphalt underfoot. Cold air in his throat. Lungs seared, legs pumped. The pain was different. Diffuse. All-consuming. He ran harder. When he stopped, he leaned forward, hands on knees, shirt soaked through. He tasted salt on his lips. The edge of exhaustion.

			Then came the circuit. Bodyweight jumps. Planks. Speed rounds, punching and kicking the air. Heart hammering. Sweat dripped onto the track. Doubt left through his pores. This wasn’t for looks, not for ego. It was for life. He knew that it could all change in a single moment or shadowed alley. Discipline wasn’t optional. It was insurance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6. 
Romi

			Amid the intense rhythm of David’s daily routine, an unexpected connection began to form in an unlikely setting: an elective seminar on behavioral economics. In his junior year, David enrolled in the course out of curiosity. There, he first noticed Romi Morgan. She was a vibrant and quick-witted psychology and business student from an affluent New York suburb. She was petite, with dark hair and blue eyes, and always cheerful. She enlivened class discussions, often offering insights on human motivation that were as piercing as they were eloquent.

			This was the young woman who now captured David’s imagination. At first, he observed her, as he did everything else, quietly and analytically. Her arguments about cognitive biases and decision-making patterns intrigued him. They revealed a complex and nuanced perspective on human behavior. Fate, or perhaps a perceptive professor, placed David and Romi in the same project group. Late-night study sessions soon followed.

			One evening, the library was nearly empty, the hum of fluorescent lights the only background noise. Romi sat cross-legged, highlighter uncapped, eyes fixed on a graph about loss aversion. David sat beside her, pen tapping lightly against his notebook.

			“It’s not that people fear losing money,” he said. “It’s that they feel it more deeply than gaining the same amount.”

			Romi nodded and said, “Twice as much pain for the same dollar. It’s not rational, but it’s consistent.”

			They didn’t speak for a while after that. Just the soft rustle of pages turning, two minds working in quiet rhythm.

			During these study sessions, David learned that her upbringing was quite different from his. Her parents were both successful in business. Her father owned a small engineering firm with several successful and lucrative patents to his credit, and her mother, a CPA, was an equity partner at her accounting firm. They valued education and hard work and had deeply instilled that ethic into Romi.

			They were heading back from the library together, backpacks packed with textbooks, iPods, and water bottles slung on their shoulders. The uneven pathway that had tripped up half the campus appeared just ahead.

			Romi automatically adjusted her stride. Her center of gravity shifted almost imperceptibly as she placed each foot precisely on the irregular cobblestones. When one loosened and wobbled underfoot, she didn’t even look down. She continued talking about their behavioral economics assignment. 

			“You’ve had serious training, haven’t you?” David said, slowing his pace. 

			Romi glanced up, her brows knitted. “What do you mean?”

			“The way you move. Your balance.” He gestured toward the uneven walkway they’d just navigated. “I’ve seen people trip on that section three times this week. You didn’t even think about it.”

			A faint blush crept up her neck. “Oh, that. I just…I did some gymnastics in high school. Nothing major.”

			David stopped walking entirely. In his years of martial arts training, he’d learned to recognize different types of athletic conditioning. What he’d just observed wasn’t casual recreational activity. “Some gymnastics?”

			“Well…” She shifted her textbooks, clearly uncomfortable. “Okay, maybe more than some. I was on the team.”

			“Competitive?”

			“Uh…Regional level.” The words came out reluctantly. “And yes, I’m on the team at Montgomery, but it’s different here. Not as intense.”

			David studied her face, noting the way she downplayed each admission. “What events?”

			“Beam and floor mainly.” She started walking again, as if her movement might deflect the attention. “It taught me discipline, you know? Show up early, work hard, fall down, get back up. Pretty standard stuff.”

			“Beam,” David repeated thoughtfully. He’d tried balance training on narrow surfaces during his martial arts practice—it was difficult. “That’s not standard stuff, Romi. That’s…that takes serious physical and mental toughness.”

			She shrugged, but he caught a glimmer of something—pride, maybe, or recognition that he understood. “I guess. I mean, you fall a lot. Split the beam, roll ankles, land wrong. You learn not to cry about it in front of everyone.”

			The matter-of-fact way she said it struck him. This wasn’t someone recounting childhood recreational activities. This was an athlete describing years of discipline and pain tolerance.

			“Is that why you’re so…” He searched for the right word. “Focused? In our study group, you have a unique approach to problems. Very methodical.”

			“Maybe.” She smiled slightly. “My teammates used to say I was quiet, but I’d just show up and nail my landings when it mattered. I suppose that translates to academics, too.”

			They’d reached the quad, where students lounged on benches despite the October chill. David found himself genuinely curious now. Not just about the gymnastics, but about the person who would dedicate years to such a demanding sport while clearly achieving academically as well.

			“Where did you go to high school?” he asked with curiosity.

			“St. Leonard’s Academy.” The name slipped out.

			David raised an eyebrow. He knew that name. It was one of those prestigious private schools that regularly sent students to Ivy League universities. “St. Leonard’s. That’s…”

			“I know.” She looked embarrassed again. “I was lucky to go there.”

			“Lucky?” He stopped walking again. “Romi, you don’t just get ‘lucky’ into St. Leonard’s. What was your GPA?”

			“Does it matter?”

			“Humor me.”

			She sighed. “Magna Cum Laude.”

			David was quiet for a moment, processing. Elite private school, Magna Cum Laude, competitive gymnastics, college athletics, behavioral economics major. Each piece of information painted a picture of someone far more accomplished than she wanted to admit.

			“You gave a speech, didn’t you?” he said suddenly. “At graduation. Magna Cum Laude students usually speak.”

			The blush returned, deeper this time. “How did you—”

			“An acquaintance went to a similar school. Same tradition.” He waited.

			“I did. It was…” She paused, clearly debating how much to share.

			“Please, go on.”

			“I talked about the difference between words and actions. How our generation tends to theorize about big concepts like bravery, justice, and integrity. But it’s actually following through on those issues that matters. Taking action instead of just words.”

			David found himself smiling. “That sounds like something a gymnast would say. Someone who’s learned the difference between knowing how to do something and actually doing it under pressure.”

			“Maybe.” She looked at him curiously. “You understand that distinction?”

			“I do.” It was his turn to be slightly evasive.

			“How?”

			For a moment, David considered deflecting the way she had. But her openness, however reluctant, deserved some reciprocity. He responded but succinctly. “I did a little martial arts. Different discipline from gymnastics, same principle. You can know every technique perfectly, but when you’re actually sparring, when it matters, that’s when you find out what you’re really made of.”

			Understanding passed between them. There was a new recognition of kindred spirits who understood discipline, failure, persistence, and the gap between theory and practice.

			David recognized the passion in her voice. It was the same intensity he heard when she discussed their coursework. The same focus he’d observed in her movement. Everything about Romi seemed to circle back to this idea of quiet but purposeful action, of making what she learned in theory a reality.

			They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, in a quiet pocket of late afternoon sunlight, watching students hurry across the quad.

			After a moment, Romi spoke. “I don’t usually talk about the gymnastics part. Or the academics. People sometimes don’t know how to take it.”

			“How so?” David asked.

			“Some get intimidated, and some think I am showing off.” She lifted a shoulder. “It often feels safer to keep it to myself.”

			He heard the steadiness under her modest tone and felt his respect deepen. She carried intelligence, skill, and humility in equal measure, and the mix drew him in.

			“I understand,” he said softly. “Sometimes being different, or good at something, can create distance when you are hoping for connection.”

			“Yes. That’s it.” She turned to face him, smiling. “You listened. You made it all feel normal.”

			Warmth moved through him. He wanted to match her openness, to offer more of his own story. But habit kept many of the words from being spoken.

			“I like knowing what truly matters to you, and learning who you really are,” he said. “Thank you for trusting me with it.”

			Her smile softened. “Thank you for listening.”

			They sat a moment longer, letting the quiet do its work, then stood and fell into step together. The path ahead might be easier to navigate side by side.

			What began as an academic collaboration gradually softened and evolved into something more personal. They debated game theory and behavioral finance, but also traded stories about movies, restaurants, sports teams, and their lives. Being from New York, Romi was a Giants fan. David, from around Philadelphia, favored the Eagles, which was a constant source of good-natured rivalry. Romi’s easy laugh and candid storytelling drew out smiles from David that he didn’t know he had in him. In turn, David could tell his steady, thoughtful presence and dry humor captivated her. When David confessed that he knew people found him distant, Romi said, “I see depth.”

			With each passing week, the library conversations wandered further from coursework. At a corner table surrounded by towering stacks of books, David felt a warmth and ease he hadn’t experienced in years. Romi asked him about his future ambitions in medicine. He talked about the miracle of the human body’s balance. How even a small disturbance could tip a life from health to peril. She listened with genuine interest, then countered with clever observations about the mind’s quirks, making him chuckle. Their worlds were different. Hers a realm of minds and financial markets, his of cells and biosystems––yet they found a common language in shared curiosity. In those hours, a bond took root between them that they both cherished.

			After weeks of working closely together, their relationship tipped from platonic to something deeper. On a cool autumn night, Romi suggested they celebrate the successful completion and presentation of their major term project. David, to his surprise, agreed despite the flutter of nerves in his stomach. They ventured off campus to a small Chinese restaurant Romi loved, tucked away on a side street. There, over shared platters of crispy spring rolls and fragrant orange beef, David discovered new flavors and a new ease in Romi’s company. The restaurant’s cozy warmth and the gentle rhythm of soft jazz in the background made him lower his guard.

			As they walked back to campus, the city had fallen under a thick mist. Streetlights cast diffuse halos in the fog as they strolled through a nearby park. The world felt calm and intimate. Side by side on the winding path, they spoke in hushed tones about the dreams and fears that often stayed hidden. Romi opened up about her life in New York, her family’s high expectations and net worth, and her own desire not to rely solely on them, but to chart a unique path of her own. David, in turn, shared only carefully edited fragments of his past, omitting the trauma and secrecy. He admitted that as a boy, he had been drawn to medicine after witnessing a medic try to save someone he loved, though he spared her the details of who it was. She reached for his hand when she heard the tremor in his voice during that story. He let her fingers entwine with his, grounding him in the present. 

			They continued to slowly stroll down the street, pausing by a wrought-iron bench half-hidden under an oak tree. The glow of a distant lamppost softly lit Romi’s face as she turned to him. In that moment of stillness, David hesitated only a second before leaning in to kiss her. The fog seemed to cocoon them as their lips met. That moment was gentle, slow, and filled with the unspoken things neither quite dared to say aloud. When they finally pulled apart, both were smiling shyly. A new beginning had occurred.

			David’s heart pounded not from fear or exertion, but from the simple joy of human connection. For the first time in a long while, he allowed himself to just be a young man in love, savoring the moment. As he walked Romi to her dormitory door, he remained alert. A habit that compelled him to scan the shadows out of instinct, but tonight the shadows held no threat. They only hid the lingering smile on his face as he whispered goodnight.

			Through the remainder of the academic year, David and Romi balanced their intense studies with a growing, understated love. He still rose before dawn for his exercises and pursued his studies, but now there was a new element in his life. Bright conversations and gentle comfort waited for him in stolen moments with Romi. They would meet after exhausting days to share a drink. He favored coffee, and she liked tea. Sometimes it was for a quick dinner, where a single knowing look from her could ease the tension coiled in his chest. In her company, he felt increasingly complete. That was a gift he cherished.

			Even as he grew closer to Romi, closer than he’d let anyone in years, David still held part of himself back. The emotional weight of losing his parents, the routines carved from grief and discipline, the many hours spent in sweat and silence, he kept those things sealed behind practiced restraint.

			There were nights when she rested her head on his shoulder, the quiet between them easy, natural. He stroked her hair, calm and content to her eye, even as he felt a quiet guilt and a lingering conflict over the parts of his life he still hadn’t shared. He believed he was protecting both of them. That knowing everything might push her away, or worse, pull her into something she wasn’t prepared for. He wasn’t ready to let that happen. Not yet. Graduation was approaching. Reality would catch up soon enough

		

	
		
			Chapter 7. 
Medical School

			Walking back from dinner, Romi was bursting with news. “I’ve been accepted into the master’s program at Penn’s Wharton School. I’ll be studying both psychology and business.”

			David hugged her. “That’s great, I’m staying in Philadelphia as well, Medical School at Jefferson. We’ll be near each other.” 

			For a time, it seemed the geographic distance would be small, just across the city’s Schuylkill River. They left Montgomery College with promises to stay as close as their hectic schedules allowed, and for a while, they managed to do so.

			During his first year of med school, David would find late-night texts from Romi sharing astute observations from one of her classes. He would respond with an amusing anecdote from his anatomy lab. They met on weekends when they could, grabbing a bite to eat or simply studying together in comfortable silence at a café, just to be near each other.

			But life had a way of pulling even the closest of souls onto separate trajectories. Two years later, Romi’s ambitions carried her across the ocean to London, where a high-level position at a hedge fund awaited her after graduation from Wharton. The night she told David about the job offer, they both knew this was an opportunity she could not pass up. They spent her final week in Philadelphia in a bittersweet haze with dinners at their favorite spots, one last walk through the campus where they’d met, and long hours curled up together speaking of everything and nothing.

			When the time came to say goodbye at the airport, David held her as she trembled with tears she tried valiantly to hold back. His own throat burned with words he couldn’t voice. He wanted to tell her that she had changed him, that he loved her in a way he was still learning to understand, but the words caught in the web of his reticence.

			Their farewell was quiet. A final embrace, a lingering look, and she was gone, disappearing past the security gate. David stood watching until she was out of sight, fists clenched in an effort to master the surge of emotion. Then, just as he had been trained, he took a long breath and steadied himself. He returned to a life that felt suddenly much emptier.

			Romi’s laughter was now an ocean away, but the impact of her presence lingered in his very being. In the months and years that followed, as he plunged into the depths of medical training, David often found himself hearing her voice in his memories. Her curiosity about what drove people, her instinct for finding patterns in chaos, and her gift for empathy had quietly reshaped his view of the world.

			In clinical rotations, he found himself not just analyzing symptoms with cold logic, but also considering the patient’s emotions and fears. It was as if Romi were there beside him, a quiet voice reminding him that numbers and facts were only part of the story. Even with the shadowed part of his life, the world of risk and reflex that Uri represented, David would now carry forward Romi’s emphasis on understanding human motivation and psychology.

			During rounds, David lingered a moment longer at the bedside, asking not just about a patient’s pain but about their expectations and fears. He listened the way Romi had taught him. Fully, without hurrying. It wasn’t just about treatment anymore; it was about establishing trust. She had shown him the power of personal connection and empathy. These had now become a part of him. 

			David’s journey through medical school was marked by a profound dedication to both his academic pursuits and his unwavering commitment to physical and mental discipline. His fascination with the human body, particularly its anatomical and physiological aspects, led him to consider specializing in radiology for his subsequent residency. He liked things that were real and tangible. He excelled academically in all subjects, but wasn’t as interested in laboratory chemical values and EKG waveforms as he was in the anatomy that could be revealed by medical imaging.

			With Romi now in London, David had more time to focus on the demands of medical school and his relentless training regimen. He dated occasionally, but nothing lasted for long. No one came close to her, and as the months passed, she became less a presence in his life and more a memory. His days fell into a steady rhythm—clinical rotations, coursework, and a personal routine built on physical discipline and mental readiness.

			David walked with an easy stride down 10th Street, the bustle of Philadelphia’s Chinatown slowly giving way to the muted silence of the surrounding blocks. The evening air was rich with the scent of sesame oil from wok frying and car exhaust from passing traffic. Neon signs flickered above now-closing storefronts, casting dull glows onto the slick sidewalk from a recent rain. He had lingered a little after dinner, catching up with a few classmates from his Emergency Services rotation. No alcohol, just oolong tea and the occasional laugh. It was a school night, after all, and the trauma bay, his current rotation, required a clear head and his full attention.

			He adjusted his messenger bag on his shoulder as he turned down a narrow side street, cutting through to reach the edge of Jefferson Medical’s campus. The shortcut shaved several minutes off his walk, and it was one he had taken dozens of times. He liked the solitude, the way the city seemed to exhale at this hour.

			Tonight, it would be different. He heard them before he saw them. Their scuffed sneakers were running quickly on the damp concrete. Two figures emerged from a shadowed recess between shuttered businesses. One wore a dark hoodie pulled low, dreadlocks brushing his shoulders. The other had wild, greasy hair and eyes that darted as if they were looking for an exit.

			“Yo, hold up,” the one with the hoodie said, stepping directly into David’s path. His tone was casual, but his stance wasn’t. 

			David slowed. Hands at his sides. Expression neutral.

			“We just need a little something, man,” Greasy Hair added, grinning. “Wallet. Phone. Whatever you got.”

			David nodded slightly, reaching into his jacket pocket, feeling it wiser to pay a small amount than risk a dangerous fight. “I’ve got some cash. No wallet tonight.” He pulled out a folded twenty and a ten. He extended the money calmly.

			Greasy Hair frowned. “What, that’s it? You holding out?”

			“No,” David said plainly. “Just cash tonight.”

			Hoodie stepped closer. “You think we’re playing with you? You disrespecting us?”

			David then noticed the glint of a knife in Hoodie’s right hand. Thin blade, maybe five inches with a serrated edge. The lunge came, sloppy but fast. Hoodie’s knife hand darted forward while Greasy Hair flanked right, aiming to crash into David’s ribs.

			David was already moving. He caught Hoodie’s wrist mid-thrust. He twisted it outward with precision and force. He drove the attacker’s arm backward until cartilage audibly popped. The knife clattered to the ground. Hoodie howled in pain and stumbled.

			David didn’t let him fall gently. He grabbed a handful of dreadlocks and slammed Hoodie’s forehead against the cold pavement. Once. Twice. The thud echoed. Hoodie lay still, like a puppet with cut strings.

			Greasy Hair lunged, half a second too late. David pivoted, driving his knee sharply into the man’s groin. He then shifted his balance, throwing the thug over his right hip, crashing him onto the pavement. Hard. Before he could recover, David stomped his foot onto his collarbone. Then again, onto the side of his neck. The thug groaned and went limp. The alley was silent again. David stood still for a moment until he was breathing evenly. His palms were open and ready, but neither attacker moved.

			He looked down at them. Broken wrist. Concussion with possible skull fracture. Definite forehead lacerations. Possible fractured clavicle. He wasn’t certain of the neck status. Nothing fatal, but they wouldn’t be mugging anyone soon. He glanced at the dropped knife and stepped over it. No need for explanations. No need for police questions. Just another night in Philadelphia.

			When David reached his apartment, he washed the blood from his hands. He rested for a few hours. Rising early the next morning, he went to his rotation in the emergency department, with his ID badge clipped neatly on and a stethoscope draped around his neck. The rhythm of the hospital felt familiar. Comforting, in its own way.

			It was 5:32 a.m. when he entered Trauma Room 2 for morning rounds. His responsibility was to review the charts of patients who were already there, but to spend most of his time on those newly arriving, who would need urgent care. Two patients lay on adjacent stretchers. One with dreadlocks, head bandaged, and neck braced. The other wearing a shoulder sling, groaning intermittently.

			“Both came in around midnight,” the charge nurse said, quietly as she told him their vital signs while he made his rounds. “Said they got jumped by five guys. South Philly crew, maybe. Police are talking to them now.”

			David scanned their charts. Closed head trauma, wrist fracture, clavicle fracture, probable concussion with scalp wounds. Nothing inconsistent with the truth, just heavily edited. He glanced at the two men, familiar from the previous evening. Neither looked at him. He nodded. “Thanks,” he said to the nurse, and moved on to the next trauma room to evaluate another patient who would need his help. His actions had spoken louder than words. There was nothing more to say.

			 Medical school was demanding enough, but David’s most harrowing lessons came far from any lecture hall. During semester breaks, he traveled back to the Middle East, where Uri directed him into advanced trauma training in regions balanced on the edge of war. What had begun as secret drills on a quiet kibbutz had shifted into real missions in unstable territory. In dusty field clinics and tents hastily set up near the fighting, David tested his skills under pressures that no exam could measure.

			He worked as an actual field medic in all but name, treating shrapnel-shredded limbs, gunshot wounds, and blunt-force injuries from blast waves. The scream of sirens and the distant thud of explosions became the background music to his crash course in emergency medicine. The opportunity was beyond what almost any medical student would encounter, compounded by the urgency and danger through which it was experienced.

			In one village at the edge of a conflict zone, the air was permeated by the scent of fresh blood as he triaged victims after a bombing at a marketplace. He made split-second decisions on their likely survival and the distribution of limited medical resources. This was a terrifying responsibility.

			Amid the chaos of wailing families and frantic medics, David moved with focused urgency. A young boy with a chest wound was thrust into his arms, eyes wide with shock. David’s mind went quiet and clear as he lay the child down and checked the injury. His hands worked methodically—just as they had in simulations—only now the stakes were flesh and blood. He could hear Uri shouting orders in two languages across the way, but David zeroed in on the boy’s faint breathing and rapid pulse. Every decision was critical. Clamp the bleeding artery. Administer fluids. Shout for someone to prepare for an evacuation.

			He was aware of another body being carried in behind him, and another—each patient a triage decision. The statistics training in his mind prioritized who could be saved if he acted now versus who might be too late for intervention. How to best deploy limited resources? It was a cold calculation made in the heat of desperation. Yet, for all the detachment he summoned, David could not ignore the human faces of suffering around him. As he pressed gauze into the boy’s wound, he murmured soft reassurances. The boy’s small hand gripped his wrist with surprising strength, a wordless thank you. For a brief moment, he thought of that fateful day in the café when he was eight years old.

			Hours later, when the chaos finally ebbed, David stepped outside the tent into the dusty twilight, his scrubs stained red, his body and mind exhausted. Uri approached, placing a hand on his shoulder with a rare look of approval. David had saved lives that day, some thanks to flawless technique and quick thinking, others perhaps thanks to the calm confidence he projected, holding panic at bay. Not every story was a success. There were lives lost that no amount of skill could save. Those weighed heavily on him, etched into his memory alongside the victories.

			Tamar was only eight when she was struck by the violence. He cradled her broken body, beyond medical repair, against his chest until her eyes closed forever. This memory often woke him at night, leaving him anxious and drenched in sweat. Each experience, harrowing and intense, further forged his ability to function amid chaos. To truly save lives, he had to marry his analytical mind with an empathy for the human condition. In a war zone or an emergency ward, cold detachment alone would make him efficient but blind to suffering, and overwhelming empathy alone could paralyze him. By bridging that gap, by finding an equilibrium between reason and feeling, David became the kind of doctor who could hold a patient’s life in his hands in the worst of circumstances and not falter. It was an understanding born of fire and uncertainty, one that brought every lesson from his past into alignment. 

			By the time David completed his formative years, he had been sculpted into something unique by the twin forces of academia and adversity. The solemn, distant student who first entered Montgomery College had grown into a man capable of extraordinary focus and controlled ferocity. He balanced human biology and the mathematics of chance, with the art of survival and the weight of moral choices that came with violence and healing. Each discipline and experience informed the other. His studies in human physiology gave him insight into treating wounded soldiers on the battlefield. His combat training taught him the importance of vigilance and decisiveness in the emergency room. Facing life and death in the field had taught him the price of action and hesitation.

			He straddled between two worlds. In one, he was becoming a scientific professional with a razor-sharp mind and a compassionate heart. In the other, he was a man trained both physically and mentally in the art of vigilance and combat. Reconciling these halves of himself was a challenge he would need to complete. Sometimes, alone in the late hours, he wondered if he could ever have an everyday life. If the healer and the warrior in him would always be at odds, or if they could become one.

			As he stepped forward into the uncertain future, he reflected on the knowledge he had gained and the physical strength and skills he had acquired. The campus days of quiet study and the secret nights of combat training had intertwined to create a singular resolve within him. Whatever dangers or mysteries lay ahead, he would face them with cautious eyes and an open heart, fully aware that the equilibrium of his life could shift at any moment. And when it did, he would be ready.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8. 
Training and a Test

			During a break in his studies, David returned to Israel. Instead of getting on the familiar old bus and heading to Kibbutz Chalutzim, on this trip, he was met by a dusty black Toyota Hilux that appeared curbside at the airport. Inside sat Eitan with Avner behind the wheel. No pleasantries were exchanged, just curt nods. David was fine with the silence since the scenery would soon be captivating. The engine gunned low as they pulled out onto the highway, turning inland toward the Negev. As they arrived, Eitan said, “Today, a new phase of training begins; you are learning to shoot.”

			There, hidden behind a rusting gate marked only by a Hebrew sign warning about buried cable lines, was a facility he’d never seen before. Avner said, “This place is known only to those Uri trusts.” It looked like an abandoned outpost constructed from corrugated metal walls, two concrete buildings, and a rock-strewn gun range carved out of the desert like a scar. He would learn that it was built for one purpose: to turn men into weapons like the ones they would soon carry.

			David arrived uncertain. He’d never really used a pistol before. He vaguely remembered that his father had once shown him a black leather holster that had held his old service pistol. But he was so young then, and that was so long ago.

			Eitan introduced him to the Glock 17 with clinical indifference, like a surgeon showing off a scalpel. “Polymer frame. Seventeen-round mag. Nine-millimeter. No external safety. Simple, stupid, and efficient.”

			David held it awkwardly at first, surprised at its lightness. He expected more weight. More substance.

			Over the next two weeks, David trained daily, five hours minimum. By then, the drills had evolved. Static targets were replaced by moving silhouettes on pulley systems. Eiten barked commands from behind him. Avner triggered pop-up targets. David ran lateral movement drills while sprinting between barricades, diving into a prone position, performing mag changes under pressure, and clearing weapon malfunctions.

			“You’ll never be in a fair fight,” Eitan said. “Train to cheat death. Not impress an instructor.”

			He learned to shoot not with bravado, but with restraint. It wasn’t about emptying the mag. It was about precision. When he asked why they weren’t using fancier platforms like SIG Sauers, HKs, or CZ Shadows Avner just scoffed. “You’re not building a gun collection, you’re building muscle memory,” he said. “Glock is like a Toyota. You can drop it, scratch it, piss on it, and it’ll still run.

			“But aren’t SIGs smoother?” David inquired.

			“SIGs are also twice the cost. Heavier. And complicated if you’re under stress,” Avner countered. “You get one gun, and you master it. That’s the contract, that’s the way it is.” 

			~

			The next summer, following his junior year in medical school, David returned. Leaner. Stronger. His hands no longer trembled under recoil. He trained with a Glock 19 this time, which had a slightly shorter grip and barrel. Tighter concealment. Same 9mm platform.

			The exercises continued to evolve. Static targets were replaced by moving silhouettes on pulley systems. Eitan barked commands from behind him. Avner triggered pop-ups. He ran lateral movement drills while sprinting between barricades, diving into a prone position, mag changes under pressure, and clearing malfunctions.

			“You’ll never be in a fair fight,” Eitan said. “Train to cheat death. Not impress an instructor.”

			They introduced stress-conditioning exercises: sprint 200 meters, drop into a kneeling position, draw from concealment, fire three rounds, reload, and fire two more. Miss once, and you start over. No excuses. In a way, it reminded him of watching the biathlon in the Winter Olympics, where you cross-country ski to a location, then slow your heart rate and breathing while firing rifle shots at a target.

			David trained until his fingers blistered and his sweat stung the fresh abrasions where the polymer slide had nipped his skin during high-stress drills. He embraced the pain. The repetition. The silence in between. At night in his small room, lying on the cot, he often searched the internet with his iPad and researched chat forums and YouTube videos on guns.

			One night, around a fire pit of smoldering acacia branches, he told Uri. “I’m ready to move up. Carbines. Long guns. Shotguns. Maybe something suppressed.”

			Uri just stared across the fire at him for a moment, chewing on a dried fig. Shadows danced around him, and then he spoke. “No, you’re not.”

			David frowned. “Why not?”

			“Because you’ll never use them. Not in the field. You’re not a soldier kicking doors. You’re becoming a medical doctor—and maybe an unseen ghost. If you ever carry a weapon, you’ll carry concealed, for close-range only. Or you’ll have a hidden pistol for home self-defense. A long gun makes noise. It’s big and it attracts attention. Hard to hide. Hard to dispose of. A rifle’s great when you have backup or you’re a sniper. You won’t be one.”

			David realized he was learning skills for familiarity and proficiency, but not to define the primary purpose of his life.

			Uri continued. “For you, if the need for a gun occurs, it will be for one shot, well placed, and only if necessary. Not ten.”

			And so, David focused. Pistols only. Specifically, 9mm. He had seen so many videos and had so many questions. He once brought up the .40 S&W. “More stopping power, right?”

			Avner waved him off. “More recoil. More muzzle rise. More fatigue. Less capacity. You’re not trying to break bones; you’re trying to stop intent. Shot placement beats caliber every time.”

			“And .45?” David asked.

			“Old man’s caliber,” Eitan grunted. “Larger wound channel. Slower velocity. Harder to control. If you were built like a tank, maybe. But you’re fast, compact. You move. You’re made for 9mm. Ammunition matters, but availability matters more. 9mm rounds can be found globally. Police stations. Sporting goods stores. Even mail order in some locations. It is the default round of the modern world.”

			David could now draw and fire two shots on target in under 1.7 seconds. He trained in low light, in rain, with sand under his boots and a heartbeat spiking from sprint intervals. His accuracy improved. Five shots, four-inch grouping, twenty-five yards. His reloads were smooth, practiced. He shot instinctively, without thought, like a musician who no longer counted beats. It hadn’t occurred immediately, but with continued repetitions, he finally became proficient. 

			Then they added one final layer: decision shooting. No longer was every target a threat. Avner rigged up pop-ups, some armed, some not. Woman holding a baby. Woman holding a gun. David had to identify, choose, and fire. It slowed him. It forced judgment. No reward for speed if the shot was wrong.

			“Anyone can fire a weapon,” Eitan said. “The hard part is knowing when not to.”

			One night, after a particularly brutal course, David sat with Uri on a small ridge overlooking the desert. The wind carried the scent of dust and dry sage. David’s shirt clung to him, sweat-soaked and gritty. “

			I don’t feel like a doctor out here,” David said.

			Uri didn’t look at him. “Good. Because doctors get killed in the wrong places.”

			“What does that make me, then?”

			Uri let the question drift before answering. “A man who saves lives. And might, someday, be required to end them.”

			David stared into the dark. He gazed at the distant shadows and didn’t answer. In the duffel bag by his side was the Glock he had just cleaned. It was ready. Reliable. Rugged. Fast. No external safety. No second-guessing. Like him.

			~

			At twenty-three, after completing medical school, David had a short break and returned to Israel. Upon arrival, he was met by Eitan at Ben Gurion Airport, who told him to rest well. He’d be in for a surprise. Jet-lagged, David slept soundly.

			As was Uri’s way, the following morning, he met David unannounced at the hotel’s breakfast nook. “Get ready for an adventure. Eat some extra carbs, and meet me in the lobby in twenty minutes.”

			David arrived in nineteen minutes and saw a battered Range Rover out front. He joined Uri and Eitan, who were in the backseat, and watched the sun slowly rise as they left the city.

			Soon, the terrain gave way to more sand and desolation. The unforgiving sun continued to climb above the Judean Desert, blazing down mercilessly. Ahead lay Masada, the ancient fortress perched atop a towering plateau, looming above like a final gauntlet.

			The fortress, steeped in a history of resilience and defiance, stood as the crucible where he would be shaped into a figure of enduring strength and distinction. The historic site was closed that day, with several IDF guards, who appeared serious, blocking the entrance road to the public. Upon seeing Uri, they waved the vehicle through. 

			In lightweight tactical gear, the fabric already damp with sweat, David stood at the base of the famous Snake Trail that wound around the small mountain. His heart thudded in anticipation, his breath steady but charged with adrenaline. Around him, the air vibrated with a palpable tension.

			Uri stood beside him, his voice calm yet commanding. “This is not about your physical strength, David. Not about your learned skill. Today, we test your spirit. Your body will break, but your mind must endure. Understand?”

			David nodded, tightening his boots. His hands, calloused and scarred from years of training, clenched into fists.

			Uri’s sharp command broke the silence. “Run.”

			David launched forward, his feet pounding against the dusty, uneven trail. The incline was brutal, and the relentless sun drained his energy with every step. His breathing grew labored as the trail wound higher and steeper, the fortress above seeming no closer. His legs burned, muscles screaming for rest, but he refused to falter. He focused on the rhythm of his steps, the sound of his breath, and Yamamoto’s voice echoing in his mind: Endure. Control the chaos within.

			The air grew thinner as he ascended, his lungs working harder to draw in each breath. His vision blurred as the sweat streamed into his eyes, but he pushed forward, willing himself to conquer the climb. At last, after what felt like an eternity, he reached the summit. Waiting for him at the top plateau were twelve men, standing in a loose circle. Each one was a seasoned Mossad operative, their eyes cold and calculating. Among them were two familiar faces: Eitan, who had always pushed David harder during training, and Uri himself, his mentor and judge. They stood shoulder to shoulder with the others, silent and imposing.

			David recognized it now—this was the final circle kumite. Not just a drill, but a calculated dismantling of comfort, control, and certainty. Every strike he absorbed, every dodge that came half a second too late, would remind him that this was designed to break him down and see what was left.

			David barely had time to steady his breath from the ascent before the first man stepped forward. Without warning, the attack began. A powerful elbow strike whistled toward David’s jaw. He twisted his body just in time. He deflected the blow and countered with a quick jab to the ribs. Before he could recover, the second man lunged. A low kick was aimed at his left knee. David pivoted, avoiding the kick. A sudden knee struck his abdomen, sending him stumbling backward.

			The onslaught was relentless. His body screamed with exhaustion. His muscles trembled under the strain. Each man attacked with precision. Their strikes were measured yet punishing. They came at him one by one. Each attack blended seamlessly into the next. There was no time to rest. No moment to gather his thoughts. Fists, feet, knees, and elbows rained down on him in an endless barrage. This was meant to drag him to the edge, where technique blurred and only grit remained. His mind had to sharpen as his body dulled, clinging to focus like a lifeline while panic and doubt clawed for space.

			Eitan was particularly brutal, delivering a crushing head-butt that left David momentarily dazed. “Stay on your feet!” Eitan barked as David staggered. “Show me you’re more than a damn punching bag! Fight!”

			The deeper challenge wasn’t physical or even mental—it was spiritual. This was the ultimate forge. Ego stripped raw, fear laid bare. He wasn’t just fighting opponents—he was confronting the part of himself that still questioned whether he belonged in this circle at all.

			Another operative wielded a heavy stick, swinging it with practiced force. David barely dodged the first strike. Air whistled past his ear. The second swing caught him on the shoulder. Pain jolted down his arm. He countered with a quick kick to the man’s shin, forcing him to retreat. One by one, each opponent continued the attack and didn’t hold back. The techniques varied, but the relentless pressure continued. Overwhelmed and exhausted, he entered a state where he was outside his body observing, yet somehow continuing.

			Then came Uri. The older man moved with deceptive speed. His attacks were a blend of brutal Krav Maga and years of combat experience. He drove David backward with a flurry of strikes. A punch to the solar plexus. A knee to the thigh. A sharp elbow to the temple. David’s vision blurred. He fought to stay upright, blocking what he could and absorbing the rest. As the circle closed in, the attacks became more chaotic. One operative slammed into him with a shoulder strike. Another swept his legs from under him. A third landed a solid blow with a baton to his ribs. David hit the ground, gasping for air, his body screaming in protest. He clawed his way back to his feet, blood trickling from a cut above his eye.

			Time lost all meaning. David’s world became a haze of pain, exhaustion, and determination. His muscles trembled with every movement, his lungs burned, and his vision narrowed to a tunnel. Having reached the edge of his physical limits, Yamamoto’s teachings anchored him––control the chaos within. 

			The final blow came from Uri, a sweeping kick that knocked David to the ground. He lay there, chest heaving. Every fiber of his being begged him to stay down. He refused. Gritting his teeth, he pushed himself back to his feet, staggering but unbroken.

			Uri raised his hand, signaling the end. The operatives stepped back. Their expressions were unreadable. The silence was deafening, broken only by the sound of David’s ragged breathing. He dropped to his knees, his body trembling with exhaustion. His tactical gear was torn and bloodied. His skin was bruised and battered. Every inch of him ached. Yet deep within, he felt immense satisfaction, a sense of triumph that transcended the pain.

			Uri crouched in front of him, his face unreadable. “You lasted far longer than anyone thought you would,” he said. “You’ve proven yourself,.. Not just to us, but to yourself. You are now ready.”

			As David looked around at the operatives, including Eitan and Uri, he saw a glimmer of new respect in their eyes. He had endured. He had risen above his limits. In that moment, David wasn’t just a young man anymore. He was something greater. The pain, the exhaustion, the scars—they were badges of honor. And as he sat there atop Masada, a tear of emotion in his eye, overlooking the vast expanse of desert below, he knew he was ready for whatever came next.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9. 
Radiology Residency and Beyond

			After college and medical school, David stayed in Philadelphia, specializing in radiology at the University of Pennsylvania. On paper, the choice was obvious—his grades were stellar and his recommendations strong. But beneath the credentials was something deeper, almost obsessive: a fascination with anatomy and an attraction toward what was tangible and real. Radiology captured his interest most of all, giving him the power to see and understand what others could not.

			The early days of residency were a blur of many sleepless nights and pre-dawn rotations, long hours in the reading rooms poring over images from MRIs, CTs, and nuclear scans, learning to interpret shadows and contrast patterns the way others study a language. He took to it with near monastic discipline. He wasn’t the loudest resident, nor the most socially active, but he became known as the one who always made the most astute observations. His attending physicians noticed. So did his fellow residents.

			David stood alone in the darkened reading room, the pale glow of the monitors illuminating the space around him. It was just past midnight, he was on a late shift, and the hospital had settled into that strange nocturnal rhythm of half-silence—unseen HVAC machines gently humming, distant footsteps echoing down linoleum corridors. Onscreen, a chest radiograph from a patient in the emergency department hovered like a ghost. On the images, there was nothing emergent, no pneumonia or congestive heart failure. But on the edge was a small abnormality, an unexpected finding. David lingered on it, studying the interplay of density and void, tissue, bone, and breath. 

			Shadows, that’s what this was.

			Radiology was the art of interpreting shadows. Densities mapped onto screens. Variations in energy absorption and transmission. Negative space made visible by waves and machines. And from those shadows, he was expected to derive truth—to speak with certainty about tumors, hemorrhages, collapsed lungs, torn vessels. To see what no one else could. It struck him, as it sometimes did in these hours, that medicine and philosophy weren’t so far apart.

			He remembered reading Plato in college for an introductory philosophy elective he took to fulfill a humanities requirement. He thought of the Allegory of the Men in the Cave. That image stayed with him: men trapped in a cave, chained in place, forced to face the wall. Behind them was a fire. Between the fire and the men, a procession of puppets projected shadows on the cave wall. To those men, the shadows were reality. The only reality they had ever known.

			David had always felt that radiology was similar. He was looking at shadows and determining the truth. He was interpreting shadows to uncover meaning. Where Plato warned that appearances deceived men, David lived in the hope of understanding them. 

			He turned from the screen and rubbed his eyes. In some ways, Plato was still correct. Most people only see what the light shows them. They never look back at the fire. Never question what’s behind the image. But he did. 

			What began as a professional interest soon deepened into something more complex. He wasn’t content simply reading images. He wanted to act and interact with what he saw. Interventional radiology provided that pathway, an advanced medical field that merged diagnostic imaging with procedural intervention. Here, radiologists didn’t just diagnose from behind computer screens. They gowned and gloved in sterile operating room-like suites, like surgeons, and guided catheters through arteries, threaded wires past tumors, and inserted drainage tubes under direct imaging. They performed operations without scalpels.

			The work was intoxicating. It was the choreography—the silent interplay between hand, eye, and machine. The clean, calculated geometry of it all. There was no chaos. No guessing.

			Just visualizing what was there and executing.

			As he continued his training, he realized how radiation could be both diagnostic and destructive. Healing or harmful. He began to imagine its applications beyond the hospital walls. Although he never voiced this to anyone, there were moments when he feared that this tool could have covert uses.

			During this time, Romi remained in London, ensconced in her professional world. They stayed in touch—sporadically, and in their understated way. Text messages during on-call breaks. Occasional emails about literature, food, and politics. An actual phone call once or twice a month, sometimes more. She teased him for forgetting her time zone. He teased her for drinking “medieval” tea blends. There was affection there—flickering just beneath the surface—but also distance. There was an unspoken recognition that their paths, though connected, had not yet converged. He kept to himself how often she filled his thoughts, how deeply she steadied him.

			~

			Although less frequent, David continued his training at a local gym. Occasionally, with Uri or Eitan when they were in America. His prowess in martial arts and Krav Maga was undeniable, a testament to his relentless dedication and natural talent. His movements were fluid, precise, and powerful, often leaving sparring partners in awe of his speed and control. Yet, even a prodigy wasn’t immune to imperfection.

			During an intense training session, he misjudged an opponent’s feint, lunging forward with a strike that left him off-balance. The mistake was costly, resulting in a swift counterattack from his partner, which landed squarely on his chest, knocking the wind out of him and ending the match. Another time, while practicing a complex disarmament technique, David’s grip faltered, allowing the training knife to slip and cut his forearm in the simulation. These errors stung, not just physically but emotionally.

			Uri pulled him aside after one such blunder. “Perfection is a myth, David,” Uri said, his voice calm but firm. “What makes you exceptional isn’t avoiding mistakes, it’s how you learn from them. Dust yourself off, analyze what went wrong, and get back in the fight. That’s the real skill.” Uri’s words became a mantra for David, a reminder that growth isn’t about flawlessness but acknowledgement, resilience, and adaptation.

			In the high-stakes world of his residency, David faced a parallel challenge that tested his mettle. During a critical procedure, he struggled to cannulate a tortuous artery in a patient with complex vascular anatomy. The setback was a blow to David’s confidence. His supervising professor, Dr. Patel, observed the error with a discerning eye. “Focus, David,” she said, her tone both stern and encouraging. “You’re skilled, but skill alone isn’t enough. Be deliberate and don’t repeat the same misstep.”

			With renewed concentration, David succeeded on the next attempt. Dr. Patel’s advice echoed Uri’s wisdom: mistakes are inevitable, but they’re also teachers. David’s growth in both arenas—whether dodging a strike or navigating a delicate procedure—hinged on this shared truth. His journey wasn’t about being perfect; it was about embracing each stumble, learning from it, and charging forward with greater clarity and resolve.

			By the end of his residency, David had gained a reputation for being exceptionally skilled under pressure, especially during trauma calls. His reports were accurate, succinct, and decisive. His hands steady. His demeanor cool, but reliable. He was offered several competitive opportunities, including a coveted position in New York. But instead, something unexpected landed in his lap: a part-time faculty position at Penn itself, three clinical days per week, coupled with research and publication.

			The offer came with minimal explanation. The terms were generous. Too generous. David sensed the invisible hand of Uri behind the curtain. He reached out to him. They met three days later at a small Greek restaurant near campus, tucked between brownstone apartments and old academic buildings. Uri arrived dressed in his usual elegant understatement. He wore a charcoal cashmere jacket, black jeans, and a white Isaia shirt, a venerated Neapolitan brand. He exuded the quiet confidence of an older man who could enter a room unnoticed but still command it.

			Over a large shared plate of lamb skewers, roasted vegetables, and fresh pita bread, they discussed the offer. “It’s legitimate,” Uri said plainly. “Take it.”

			David arched an eyebrow. “You had something to do with it?”

			“I had something to do with ensuring that the people who made the decision were… appropriately advised.”

			“That’s what I thought,” David responded, clearly upset and feeling pressured.

			Uri leaned back, calmly swirling a glass of red wine. “You’re not being manipulated. You’re being positioned. There’s a difference.”

			David didn’t reply right away. The low din of the restaurant filled the space between them.

			Uri went on, his next comments surprising David. “Your parents left you a small inheritance that was placed in trust. I have oversight, which I share with your Aunt. I’ve already discussed this with Miriam, and we both agree. You need balance. A career, yes. But not at the cost of your body or mind or soul. This arrangement allows you flexibility. Time to grow. Train. Think.”

			David studied the man’s face. “And be available.”

			Uri smiled faintly. “Maybe that too.”

			Later that night, lying on his apartment couch with a laptop open on his chest, David drafted a short email to Romi: Started something new. Less time in the hospital. More time in the world. Hope you’re still guiding clients through the financial forest without being eaten by bears and converting lost souls to Darjeeling—D.

			She replied a short time later: Only converting the worthy ones. Glad you’re finding space to breathe. Let me know when you’re ready for London. Tea’s on me, your coffee sucks. —R.

			He read it twice. Then he stared at the ceiling, his mind drifting not to radiology, or to medicine, but to everything outside of it. The space between clarity and chaos. Light and shadow. And the roles he was now being trained and positioned to play in both.

			As he was leaving work after a long, stressful day, he received an unexpected text on his phone. It simply said, “You haven’t been fully attentive to your academic and publication responsibilities. Perhaps we can be of assistance.”

			Through a developing text and email relationship, these unknown contacts, whom he assumed were involved with Uri, supplied him with extensive medical literature reviews and comprehensive compilations on current scientific topics. They encouraged him to consider the analysis and, if he was in agreement, to publish these papers. As this covert collaboration developed, it not only helped him fulfill his academic requirements but also kept David intellectually stimulated and subtly guided his expertise into more controversial topics and agendas.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10. 
Old Adventures, New Departures

			Aunt Miriam moved through the kitchen with the same quiet precision she showed in caring for her patients, each motion deliberate.

			The half-packed boxes in the hallway, the soft ticking of the old clock, and the faint smell of cardamom in her coffee were all reminders that life was about to change, again. David watched her from the kitchen table, the morning light tracing lines of quiet strength across her face. “Why now?” he asked, his tone both gentle and uncertain.

			Miriam’s lips curved into a sad smile. “Because you’re ready, and because it’s time I go home.” She glanced at the fridge, where an old black-and-white photograph hung: a trio of teenagers on a sun-baked street in Haifa—Isaac, herself, and Uri, arms thrown across each other’s shoulders. Even in that photo, Uri had a look of wary amusement, as if he already knew the punchline to a joke no one else understood.

			She sat down, folding her hands. “You know, Uri’s story is one even he never tells completely. But I think you deserve to know it,” Miriam began. “Uri was born in Haifa in 1965, the only child of Yosef, a no-nonsense school principal, and Shoshana, a librarian who believed answers could be found in stories as often as in science. Their apartment was crowded with books, chessboards, and half-done crossword puzzles. Uri read voraciously, devouring Hebrew and English classics by age ten and Arabic newsprint by twelve. He was good at soccer and could swim the harbor faster than any of the neighborhood boys, but he always preferred observation to action.”

			A hint of a smile crossed her face at the recollection

			“He and Isaac became friends the way brothers do, by competing fiercely, arguing about everything, and defending each other from bullies with wordplay and, when necessary, quick fists.”

			At that, David nodded.

			“Formal education was never a struggle for Uri. He graduated at the top of his class at Reali School, winning a national math prize and acing his psychometric exam. His father wanted him to study engineering at Technion, but Uri chose psychology and economics at the University of Haifa. He wrote essays describing how power was exercised through persuasion and perception, citing figures ranging from Machiavelli to Foucault. He earned his BA before his twentieth birthday. Even as a student, he kept his personal life quiet, a shadow among extroverts.

			Miriam leaned back in her chair, fingers wrapped loosely around her coffee, her gaze slipping past David and out the window as if she were watching it all unfold again. “Training for Sayeret Matkal was brutal,” she began, her voice calm but edged with memory. “The real-life version of every spy novel their mother ever gave him. He ran for days through the Judean hills, learned how to track and be tracked, how to vanish into a crowd—or a cypress grove if that’s what the mission demanded.”

			David considered the toll that must have taken on Uri.

			“Uri excelled at unarmed combat and marksmanship, but what made him truly stand out was his patience... and his intuition. He wasn’t the strongest. Just the one who saw through the chaos.” She smiled faintly. “There was one infamous night exercise. The trainees were told to infiltrate a mock enemy base and recover a hostage. Most of them remained in the shadows, tried to sneak past the guards like proper commandos. Uri? He bribed the ‘enemy’ student guard with a chocolate bar and a few cans of beer. Just walked out with the hostage while the others were still crawling through bushes or getting caught. Later, he told Isaac, ‘Never underestimate the power of simple bribery. Also—never underestimate the price of commodities in a war zone.’ That was Uri.”

			David chuckled, but Miriam’s eyes sharpened. “Once.” She continued, “After too much wine at a long Passover dinner. Lebanon, 1986. His early days in the unit. Hezbollah had captured an Israeli officer and were planning a public execution for propaganda. Uri’s team had less than 48 hours before the man would be moved deep into enemy territory.” She let the silence linger a beat. “They crossed into Lebanon at night. No lights, no radio chatter, nothing that could give them away. Just the rhythm of boots over rugged hills, skirting patrols, keeping low past villages.”

			Engrossed, David could practically feel the increased heart rates of the men.

			“By midnight, Uri and three others reached a farming compound—a modest place, except it was guarded by a dozen heavily armed fighters. The officer was inside a reinforced farmhouse.” Miriam exhaled, voice softening. “Uri volunteered to make the distraction. Crawled through the dark, all the way to an ammunition truck stationed near the outer guard post. He rigged a timed charge underneath it. The explosion lit up the night sky like a sunrise. The panic it caused was instant. While the guards scrambled, his teammates slipped into the farmhouse. Neutralized the few men left inside. Pulled the officer out alive.”

			David leaned in. “What about Uri?”

			Her smile returned, this time edged with something fiercer. “His exit route was compromised. They spotted him just as he began retreating. He darted into a nearby orchard. Bullets snapping through branches. When he couldn’t outrun them, he vanished—literally. He found an old stone irrigation well. Dropped into the narrow shaft. Wedged himself against the walls just above the waterline. For over an hour, he listened to them searching, voices passing overhead, flashlights slicing the dark. He silenced his breath.

			She shook her head. “Eventually, they moved on. He climbed out, soaked and bruised, then navigated by stars through the night. At dawn, he crossed back into Israel. There was no medal. No official citation. But the rescued officer? He named his firstborn Uri. A quiet thanks.”

			She hesitated, then added, “But it was Syria that nearly finished him.” Miriam sat up straighter, her voice low but steady. “The operation was supposed to be simple. Confirm some intelligence about Iranian missiles headed for Hezbollah. Snap a few photos. Slip out. Uri crossed into Syria near Quneitra disguised as a Bedouin merchant. His Arabic is––was—flawless. For three days, on his way to a warehouse south of Damascus, his papers passed every checkpoint. He caught images of missile crates, even captured Iranian officers overseeing the transfer.” She rubbed her hands slowly, remembering. “On the final night, he approached a checkpoint near the Jordanian border. Almost made it. But a sharp-eyed lieutenant stopped him. Although his forged documents passed inspection, the officer continued to stare. Not at his face—at his boots. Israeli issue. Wrong tread pattern. Too clean.”

			She met David’s eyes. “The lieutenant told him, ‘Come with us.’ Two soldiers closed in. Uri didn’t flinch. Instead, he faked a seizure. Collapsed, twitching violently. The guards hesitated with surprise, a human reflex. That’s when he struck. He drove his elbow into one man’s throat, grabbed the rifle, and shot the second in two clean bursts. Then the alarm went off.”

			Transfixed, David didn’t interrupt. Miriam’s voice carried the momentum.

			“He stripped the soldiers of ammo, anything useful, and ran. He knew the terrain. Stayed low, fired back just enough to slow the pursuit. A patrol jeep came close. He dropped flat under the thorny brush as their lights passed over him. Too close. But they kept coming.”

			She smiled grimly. “Uri didn’t just run. He created a diversion. Found a depot with unattended fuel drums, punctured them, and ignited the diesel. Thick black smoke, shouting soldiers, chaos. This allowed him to escape. But he made it. Just after dawn, he crossed into Israel. He was met by an IDF recon unit. He handed them the photos. Days later, those photos led to a successful airstrike that destroyed the shipment.”

			Miriam chuckled softly. ‘“Always double-check your footwear at borders,’ he told me on the phone afterward. ‘People really do judge you by your shoes—and not just in fashion blogs.’”

			She looked down for a beat, then continued. “After his service, Uri went back to university. Earned a master’s in psychology. His thesis? Group loyalty and betrayal under extreme pressure. His professors called it ‘remarkably vivid,’ though I doubt they knew why. But Uri wasn’t done. He applied to the London School of Economics, got in on scholarship.”

			David nodded appreciatively at the demanding commitment of graduate school.

			“In London,” she went on, “he dove into game theory, counterinsurgency, and psychological negotiation. Graduated with distinction. His dissertation appeared to be about international finance risk. But it ended up on the desks of senior intelligence officers in Tel Aviv. ‘Turns out,’ he told me once, ‘that the best way to infiltrate a university is to infiltrate the faculty lounge. Academia is more cutthroat than intelligence work, just slower and more conceited.’”

			Miriam gave a dry smile. “Mossad came next. With his field experience, languages, and grasp of global networks, they snapped him up. He started in Cairo. Then Istanbul. Then Paris. Set up safe houses, ran agents, brokered deals, and kept enemies nervous while keeping allies honest. Uri didn’t seek violence. He preferred to outwit or buy someone off—but when necessary, he acted quickly. Decisively.”

			She folded her arms. “By his late thirties, he was leading missions, mentoring new recruits. His reputation? Unflappable. Quietly funny. And maddeningly prepared. I remember him telling one young recruit, ‘When in doubt, assume the worst. Then double it. And always keep a spare passport in your pocket.’”

			Miriam looked at David and softened. “That’s the man who raised you from the shadows, in his own way. Not perfect. Not simple. But loyal. And always watching the exits.” Miriam paused in her story, searching David’s face for signs of understanding.

			Just then, the back door opened. As if on cue, Uri entered. His timing perfect, his step as light as ever, his gray hair standing a bit wild from the wind

			“Careful, Miriam,” he said, “don’t inflate my legend too much.”

			Miriam shot him a knowing look. “You’re due a little respect, or at least a little tolerance.” She was smiling as she said this.

			Uri poured himself coffee.

			David asked, “Do you ever regret the life you chose?”

			Uri’s smile faded, replaced by a hint of old sorrow. “Every life comes with some regret, David. The trick is to choose the regrets you can live with. I spent a lot of years making sure others could sleep at night. Sometimes I sleep well. Sometimes I count sheep, other times, I count ghosts.” He glanced at Miriam. “But I keep my promises. That’s what matters.”

			He turned back to David, the spark of mischief returning. “And if you ever need to escape a foreign country, always check your boots before the border. Trust me on that.”

			The three of them sat together in the kitchen, the weight of history between them, but also the comfort of family—knowing, at last, the story behind the shadows.

			Then Uri turned to David. “To the barn for training, there’s work to be done.”

			~

			The nearby barn that night felt different. Colder. The wooden floor creaked under David’s steps as he entered. It was a private location where training could take place. Uri now stood near the far wall, adjusting a suspension rig with carabiners and padded grips. Avi and Eitan were already warming up on the mats.

			“Warm enough for you?” Uri called out, not turning around.

			“Cozy,” David said, pulling off his sweatshirt. “Did you redecorate?” 

			Uri gestured toward a beat-up punching dummy with target zones marked in red. “We’re doing ‘what ifs’ tonight. What if your attacker has a knife? What if you’re seated in a car? What if you can’t draw first?”

			David raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t those hypothetical?” Uri grinned.

			“Not in our line of work.”

			They began with disarmament. Close-in. Pressure drills.

			Eitan lunged with a rubber blade. David pivoted, locking the wrist, sweeping the leg, controlling the descent.

			“Better,” Uri called. “But faster, you’re not trying to measure his blood pressure first.”

			Avi laughed from the sideline.

			Next, they set up cones twenty-one feet apart. “Tueller drill,” Uri said, tossing David a holstered training pistol.

			David knew that the Tueller Drill simulates a scenario where an assailant armed with a knife charges at a defender who has a holstered firearm. Through repeated experiments, Tueller found that an average person can cover 21 feet in approximately 1.5 seconds. This is approximately the time it takes for a trained individual to recognize a threat, draw a holstered firearm, and fire an accurate shot. This distance, 21 feet, became a benchmark for understanding the “reactionary gap,” the space needed to respond effectively to a charging attacker.

			David holstered the gun. “Knife versus gun?”

			“Speed versus panic,” Uri replied. “Let’s see if you can shoot before you get carved.”

			Avi took the blade.

			David stood at rest.

			Uri raised a hand. “Three… two… one!”

			Avi charged. David’s hand fumbled slightly at the holster—then drew, aimed, and fired. Too late.

			Avi had tapped his chest. “Dead.”

			Again. Again. By the fourth attempt, David fired just as Avi reached striking distance.

			“Alive—but barely,” Uri said.

			Eitan tossed him a towel.

			“Good. Now do it while backing away and under adrenaline dump.”

			David wiped his forehead, breathing hard. “This is how you relax?”

			“This is how we stay alive,” Uri said. When the training drill was over, Uri asked David, Can we talk?” Uri gestured toward the door. They sat on the bench outside, only the sound of the crickets cutting the silence.

			Uri peeled an orange. “Miriam’s really going?”

			David nodded. “Tomorrow.”

			“She’s right, you know,” Uri said, not looking up. “This place, around here, wouldn’t be a bad home base for you.” 

			“You suggesting I start raising chickens and forget about living in Philly?”

			“I’m suggesting,” Uri said between bites, “you’ve got land, peace, and a barn full of war games. You’ve got inheritance money. What you don’t have is distance from your work, either mentally or physically. I don’t want that to harm you.”

			David stared at the floor. “I’ll think about it.”

			~

			Three nights later, David sat on his couch in scrubs, half-watching muted news coverage about campus protests while scrolling through medical notes on his tablet. At first, it seemed like a series of isolated incidents. There were students at Columbia waving Palestinian flags, a climate protest occurring in London, and an income inequality rally developing in D.C. But the stories bled together, different cities, different causes, same energy. A rising, angry undertone that made his skin prickle.

			He turned up the volume. “…campuses across the country have seen a surge in coordinated unrest, driven by a combination of economic, political, and ideological concerns….” His phone buzzed. Romi’s name lit up. FaceTime. He answered. She appeared in her London flat, wearing a T-shirt and an expression somewhere between frustration and exhaustion.

			“You watching the protests?” she asked without preamble.

			David tilted his phone toward the screen. “Just now. Philly’s getting its own version next week.”

			“They’re saying it’s student-led, grassroots,” she said, “but it feels… off. Too synchronized.”

			“Different causes. Same tone.”

			“Same fuel,” Romi said.

			“Anger.” David frowned. “It’s chaos.”

			Romi leaned closer to her screen. “It’s engineered chaos. You really think this many movements, in this many places, just organically catch fire at once?”

			He studied her. “You’re thinking orchestration.”

			She gave a slow nod. “And asking the same question I always ask.”

			“Cui bono.”

			Her eyes flashed. “Exactly. Who benefits?”

			David leaned back, processing that. She always had a nose for patterns, even before she admitted that data analysis excited her more than quarterly profit margins.

			“I’ve been questioning everything lately,” she added. “The firm wants results, not insight. Dollars over truth. I’m just a sharp tool in someone else’s box.”

			“You’ve always been more than that,” he said quietly.

			Romi smiled. “You’re biased.”

			“But, I’m not wrong.” She sighed. “Anyway. Be careful in Philly. If this gets worse, it’s going to spill out of the campuses.”

			They talked a little longer—about coffee, travel, and a bizarre new client of hers in Dubai who thought Excel macros were a form of AI. But the protest footage kept rolling quietly on David’s muted screen, flames flickering in the background. After they hung up, he sat alone for a long time. The world felt more unpredictable than usual. And in that uncertainty, someone—somewhere—was likely pushing the pieces. He just didn’t know who. Yet. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 11. 
New Hope

			David’s inheritance had enabled him to augment his professional salary and secure a modern two-story home on the outskirts of New Hope, Pennsylvania. It was an indulgent purchase, but after years of arduous, focused training in all aspects of his life, he figured, with Uri’s encouragement…why not? 

			The house was an architectural marvel of understated elegance, blending contemporary aesthetics with strategic functionality. Clean lines, a glass pivot door, and expansive glass windows framed views of the surrounding woodlands, offering both seclusion and an air of quiet sophistication. It was the kind of house that would catch an appreciative eye without inviting too much curiosity.

			Situated near winding backroads and sparse neighboring properties, it provided both easy accessibility to major highways and was a natural buffer from prying eyes. Positioned just far enough from his previous residence with Aunt Miriam, it offered a sense of new beginnings while keeping the familiarity of the area. Aunt Miriam had returned to Haifa, her roots drawing her back to Israel, leaving David to establish his own footing in this new chapter of his life.

			The lower level was David’s domain. There was a large, open-concept living area that blended seamlessly with a state-of-the-art kitchen. The walls were painted white and decorated with a few carefully curated artworks. Dense foliage shielded the house from the road.

			The walls of his study were lined with medical texts and framed diplomas. A hidden compartment within the bookshelves housed his tactical gear. Firearms, a compact trauma kit, and secure communication devices were all locked behind biometric security. Uri and Eitan had insisted on this arrangement, to which David reluctantly agreed.

			He had no interest in creating a fortress in his home. He was totally satisfied to have a concealed Glock available for self-protection. David remembered the early days on the kibbutz in Israel, where he’d first trained with a similar pistol. He had become fairly proficient back then, but his experience with firearms was limited beyond that.

			These days, he maintained his skills at a private gun club he’d joined, about 45 minutes away, equidistant from both his home and the hospital. He tried to go at least once a month, enough to stay sharp. But the club only allowed static shooting. No movement. No live-scenario drills. Still, it was better than nothing.

			David knew that the upper level of his new home remained strictly off-limits. He strongly suspected that it served as an occasional Mossad safe house, either for Uri or other operatives passing through the area. It was an ideal situation: a home in a quiet, unassuming neighborhood with just enough isolation to keep secrets. David had never questioned the directive to stay on the lower floor, nor had he pressed to explore the upstairs space. His understanding with Uri was clear. Some things were better left unquestioned.

			It was past midnight when the insistent knocking on his door jolted David from a sound sleep. He reached instinctively for the Glock 19, secured by his bed. His heart pounded. The sharp rhythmic knocking continued. He recognized it as a pattern associated with Mossad operatives. He slipped on jeans and a T-shirt, then cautiously moved toward the door.

			At the door, he saw Eitan, standing alone, his posture rigid and purposeful. Confident it was safe, David unlocked the door, and Eitan stepped inside without preamble. There was an urgency to his movement, but his demeanor remained as impassive as always.

			“I know I should have called, but I wanted to see how sound a sleeper you were. Now finish getting dressed. You’re needed upstairs,” Eitan said tersely.

			David hesitated, surprised by the directive. “Upstairs? What’s going on?”

			Eitan gave him a steady look. “Just move.”

			David followed him out of the house and up the rear staircase. It was his first time crossing the threshold to the upper level. The space was starkly different from his own—bare and utilitarian. The furnishings were sparse. Every piece of furniture seemed functional rather than decorative. A large sofa in the center of the room was occupied by a young man, his face ashen and twisted in pain. Blood soaked his pants despite a hastily applied tourniquet.

			Uri emerged from the shadows, his expression grim but controlled. “We need your skills, Doctor,” he said without preamble.

			David moved closer, his physician’s instincts taking over as he approached the wounded man. Shocked to see who was lying there, he said, “Avi, what happened?”

			Uri said, “Gunshot wounds to the thigh. We were ambushed in an operation near Newark. The bullet seems to have passed through, but he’s losing blood fast.”

			David’s mind snapped into medical mode, automatically assessing the patient. Avi’s pulse was rapid and thready. He was pale and sweating, and his breathing was shallow—classic signs of hypovolemic shock.

			“Help me get his pants off,” David ordered, already peeling back the fabric to expose the wound. Blood spattered his hands, warm and sticky, but he remained calm. He glanced up at Uri. “I need a trauma kit. I know you must have one.”

			Uri didn’t hesitate, striding to a closet that contained a neatly organized cache of medical supplies: sterile packs, syringes, IVs, basic surgical instruments, and even a portable ultrasound unit.

			David raised an eyebrow at the comprehensive setup but wasted no time questioning it

			He felt an ethical dilemma. Yes, Avi was one of the good guys as well as a friend, fighting dangerous threats, and yet…the secrecy, the off-the-books treatment—it gnawed at his conscience. Legally, morally, ethically—he knew in a court of law this could easily be deemed criminal. David pushed the thoughts aside, focusing instead on Avi’s injury. But the quiet turmoil remained. He was crossing lines, and he wondered silently how many times he could blur those boundaries before losing himself. 

			David donned sterile gloves and examined the wound more closely. The bullet had entered through the lateral thigh and exited posteriorly, just grazing the femur without shattering it. Thankfully, the femoral artery remained intact, but smaller vessels had clearly been severed. The bleeding was steady and concerning. He applied a fresh tourniquet higher up on the thigh to control the hemorrhage, then irrigated the wound with saline to clear the clotted blood and debris.

			“Good news,” David muttered, mostly to himself. “No bone fragments. No vascular compromise that I can see. I’ll need to suture the muscle and close the entry and exit wounds.”

			Avi groaned softly, his eyes fluttering open. David steadied his head. “Easy, Avi. Stay still. You’re going to be okay.” The young man gave a weak nod, teeth clenched against the pain.

			David administered a local anesthetic, then began carefully suturing the wound. This effectively stopped the bleeding.

			The entire process took nearly an hour. David worked methodically despite Uri and Eitan’s presence just behind him. When he was finished, he applied a pressure dressing and secured it with elastic bandages.

			“He needs additional fluids,” David said, glancing up at Uri. “His blood pressure’s low. Get me an additional bag of saline.”

			Uri followed instructions without comment. David stepped back and took a deep breath. His own pulse was just beginning to slow, and the reality of the situation was sinking in.

			When Avi’s color improved, David stripped off his gloves and finally sat down, exhaustion catching up to him. “He’s stable. No permanent damage. He needs to rest and avoid moving the leg for a few days. Keep an eye on the wound for signs of infection. I’ll give him some antibiotics.”

			Uri gave a terse nod of approval. “You did well. You can go back to bed.”

			David’s mouth twitched with dry humor. “Yeah, I’ll just pretend none of this happened.”

			Uri didn’t smile, but his eyes softened just slightly. “Exactly!”

			As David retreated back down to his living quarters, his mind churned with questions and conflicting thoughts. It wasn’t the first time he had treated a traumatic injury, but it was the first time he’d done so in the murky context of espionage. The reality that his medical skills had become part of his clandestine life was deeply unsettling. He couldn’t shake the gnawing sensation that this night had marked a turning point, one where his dual existence as healer and operative became irrevocably entwined. Treating a clandestine wound off the books felt necessary yet wrong. He wondered where the line was, how many small ethical compromises he could make before becoming someone he no longer recognized.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12. 
Protests

			David settled into a demanding yet structured routine. Months passed, and he continued to seamlessly integrate his medical responsibilities with rigorous physical and mental training. His life returned to normal. Each morning, he arrived at the hospital before dawn. He would immerse himself in patient care, perform complex procedures, and engage in collaborative discussions with colleagues. In the evenings and on days off, he would scan review articles, prepare medical lectures, and formulate submissions to academic journals. The relentless pace of the medical environment was both exhausting and invigorating—but it offered David a profound sense of purpose and fulfillment.

			Despite the punishing hours at the hospital and the emotional weight of his profession, David never let go of the quiet obligation he felt to keep improving himself. Personal development wasn’t a side project. It was survival. Several evenings a week, no matter how tired he was or how long the day had been, he found his way to a modest martial arts gym tucked between warehouses on the edge of the city. It wasn’t a flashy gym, but it provided him with discipline, structure, fitness, combative skills, and something harder to define—a sense of purpose.

			There, he trained again under Sensei Yamamoto, the same soft-spoken yet razor-sharp instructor who had told him several years ago that control began in the mind. Yamamoto didn’t just teach techniques. He taught how to think under pressure. The dojo became more than just a training hall. It was a sanctuary. A place where David could funnel the static in his mind into motion, sweat, and focus.

			He moved between three fighting disciplines, each offering its own logic and language. Judo taught him how to manipulate momentum while still on his feet. How to redirect an attack, use leverage, and bring someone down without brute strength. It was a constant mental equation: balance, timing, intent. Jiu-jitsu forced him to face what would happen if he went to the ground. It demanded calm under suffocating pressure. The knowledge of when to lock, when to choke, and where a larger opponent’s strength became his liability. And Muay Thai? That was the brutal poetry of striking. Elbows, knees, fists—each one became a tool. Efficient. Relentless. You remain upright, which mattered in a fight when going to the ground in real life might mean getting stabbed, not pinned.

			Sparring was always controlled, never showy. The dojo maintained a code of mutual respect. There were no theatrics, just quiet precision. Still, the sessions were intense enough to leave him breathless, bruised, and, more importantly, focused. It pushed his limits just far enough without risking injury. Yet somehow, that threat of danger made it more real. It reminded him that in his two worlds, both in scrubs and in shadows, preparation was everything.

			~

			In the wake of contentious Washington politics and unsettling events in the Middle East, university campuses nationwide simmered with unrest. Demonstrations billed as support for Palestine, Iran, Mexico, and opposition to the current policies grew larger by the day. At elite colleges from coast to coast, protesters had set up tent encampments and even declared “autonomous zones,” clashing with police and harassing students in scenes reminiscent of earlier upheavals. When the campus discord wasn’t about global conflicts, it involved multiple societal issues, be they gender inequality, reproductive rights, climate change, income inequality, transgender issues, or other perceived areas of social concern.

			These protests were not simply opportunities for sharing intellectual viewpoints. They were increasingly flashpoints for violence and destruction. Investigations suggested the turmoil was not entirely organic. Reports in some circles claimed outside agitators had been playing a central role in organizing, supplying, and escalating these campus protests, but public proof of the sourcing wasn’t readily available. Some said that these were not just passionate students, but among them were seasoned radicals and activists who swelled the crowds and pushed demonstrations to the brink. David wondered how this might all be coordinated. The only unifying thread among the disparate agitators seemed to be intense opposition to the policies of the United States. Tensions were high, and the stage was set for sparks to turn into flame.

			David stepped out of the hospital just after six in the evening. He was tired physically, but his mind was still alert, wired from a long day of procedures and a difficult consult with a grieving family. He adjusted the strap of his backpack and headed across the plaza toward the university parking garage. The burning odor in the air hit him immediately; it wasn’t just the smell that gave him pause. He heard chanting, loud and rhythmic, pulsing from the direction of the main campus quad. That in itself wasn’t unusual. Protests had become a regular feature of university life in recent months, always passionate, sometimes disruptive, but mostly orderly. Today it felt different.

			As he reached the sidewalk and turned to glance across the quad, he saw them. Dozens of masked demonstrators flooded the open space, some holding banners while others moved barricades into place. David slowed, narrowing his eyes. He saw the signs of escalation, the tension in the crowd’s movements, the way campus security was backing up rather than holding their line. What had started as a demonstration was beginning to unravel. A surge of black-clad figures moved with unsettling precision. Keffiyehs and masks concealed their faces. David couldn’t tell who was a student and who wasn’t anymore. That was what made it so dangerous.

			As he watched, protesters shoved benches, trash bins, and even metal tables against the entrances to several academic buildings. It was deliberate, calculated. Not just to keep people out, but to trap others inside. A trash can erupted in flames not far from the student union, black smoke curling into the twilight sky. He flinched as the crowd roared in response, and somewhere behind them, a university vehicle groaned as it was overturned, glass shattering. He took a breath and forced himself to keep moving. No sudden shifts. No attention.

			His car was only a block away, tucked in the lower level of the parking structure. The scene around him was deteriorating quickly. More figures spilled into side streets, some dragging dumpsters to block intersections. Campus security was outnumbered and under-equipped. They formed a feeble line near the administration building, their riot gear looking more like props than protection. Within moments, they were pushed back by the tide of bodies. David ducked through an alley, bypassing the chaos as much as possible. Every instinct told him to get away, not just for safety, but because the whole thing was spinning out of control. Sirens wailed in the distance. He knew city police were on their way, but they’d be arriving late to a fire that was already burning.

			He reached his car and pulled the door closed behind him; the muffled roar of the riot still echoed through the concrete garage. News vans were already assembling to document the unrest, their cameras catching every frame of destruction, every flare of anger. He sat for a moment before starting the engine, watching a small group of students run past with scarves pulled up to their eyes, one of them holding a can of spray paint.

			He pulled out of the garage slowly, turned away from the blocked streets, and joined the orderly stream of traffic edging out of the campus perimeter. Behind him, chaos bloomed against the night sky. David kept his eyes on the road, but his mind stayed with what he had witnessed, unsettled by how quickly the familiar could twist into something volatile, and how thin the line was between order and collapse.

			David left campus just as the waves of unrest were building. The masked demonstrators, the smoke rising behind the hospital, and the overturned barricades were in his rearview mirror. Initially, it had felt like a volatile campus protest. Chaotic, yes, but not catastrophic. Now, only a few hours later, sitting in his home office, he wondered if that was correct.

			He was watching the television from across the room, and he heard local news anchors calling this the most destructive campus riot in decades. Flames still flickered on the edge of the quad. Emergency vehicles clogged the streets. Students were being evacuated from dormitories as smoke drifted across the academic buildings. The crawl at the bottom of the screen cycled through updates: Multiple injuries reported…Property damage in the millions…Classes suspended indefinitely….”

			His phone buzzed on the desk beside him. He reached for it, expecting another alert about street closures or the escalating violence. Instead, his blood chilled as he read the text: Unauthorized access – Radiological Materials.

			David stared at the notification, rereading it twice before the words fully registered. His hands moved instinctively to his computer, fingers trembling slightly as he navigated to the university hospital’s internal security system. He had access to this network as a credentialed faculty member with research ties to the medical labs.

			The deeper report loaded with agonizing slowness. When it appeared, each line hit him like a physical blow: SECURITY BREACH CONFIRMED. Location: Medical Research Laboratory - Level B2. Time: 21:47 EST. Materials Status: MISSING Cesium-137. Status of additional isotopes under investigation. Campus security alerted. Federal authorities notified.

			For a long moment, David didn’t move. He just sat there, staring at the screen as his body went rigid, heart pounding in his chest. The campus unrest, the broken windows, the overturned cars––all of it suddenly felt like elaborate theater masking something infinitely more dangerous.

			Cesium-137. It wasn’t an academic exercise. It wasn’t a hypothetical scenario from his research papers. This was a real event. Radioactive material had been stolen and was now in unknown hands.

			He turned back toward the television, his throat dry. The local news had shifted into full crisis mode, but they still didn’t know. The reporters were focused on the property damage, the injured protesters, and the overwhelming police response. None of them realized that while the campus burned above ground, something far more sinister had been taken from the depths of the medical complex.

			The crawl at the bottom of the screen continued its cycle of updates, each one now feeling tragically inadequate: Governor calls for calm…University president to address media… Cleanup expected to take days…” They had no idea what they were really dealing with.

			The news crawl suddenly changed.

			RADIOACTIVE MATERIALS STOLEN FROM UNIVERSITY LAB.

			His phone vibrated again, this time with a secondary code from the hospital’s internal alert system. Emergency board convened. Incident confirmed. Federal authorities notified.

			Inside the university hospital, the situation had already begun to spiral. Administrators, until recently preoccupied with protest logistics and crowd control, now faced a nightmare scenario no campus drill had ever fully prepared for. A hastily called emergency board Zoom meeting was underway, packed with shaken officials demanding immediate security reviews and containment measures.

			On the screen, Dr. Susan Carver appeared before a wall of cameras. David recognized her immediately. The normally unflappable Chief Medical Officer looked rattled tonight, her tone edged with strain.

			“We are deeply disturbed by this breach and are fully cooperating with authorities,” her voice wavering slightly. “While we are assured there is no immediate danger to public health, the psychological toll this has taken on our community is profound. We must remain calm but vigilant during this unsettling time.”

			David clenched his jaw. That statement wasn’t just PR. It was triage. Reassure the public. Prevent a stampede. But the underlying truth was grimmer: even a small amount of cesium-137 could be used to build a dirty bomb. The isotope wasn’t about explosions; it was about fear, contamination, and collapse.

			He no longer hesitated. David picked up his phone and keyed in the long international sequence for Uri.

			The line clicked once before an unfamiliar clipped Israeli voice answered. “We are aware.” The voice continued evenly, “We’ve been monitoring chatter. Your university was flagged late last week. Extremist channels mentioned American academic targets. Yours was one of them.”

			David rubbed a hand down his face. “So, this is part of something larger.”

			“Yes,” the contact replied. “Thefts of this nature are exceedingly rare. When they occur, they’re usually a precursor. Mossad believes a dirty bomb plot is likely. We’ve shared what little we can with the FBI, but…cooperation is more diplomatic than operational.”

			“We are already on alert,” the voice said. “But we suspect the U.S. may be the intended theater. Possibly New York, possibly D.C., possibly both. You understand what’s at stake.”

			“I understand more than I want to,” David said quietly. “Now this is more than a hypothetical possibility.”

			There was a pause on the other end. Then the voice added, “Be cautious. This may escalate further.” The line went dead.

			He leaned back in his chair, mind racing, the weight of everything settling in his chest. This was no longer a protest. No longer a university crisis. It was something else now, something he had only ever dared to imagine in theory. It had begun in his own backyard. By the time David returned to his hospital office the next morning, the building felt different. Tension filled the corridors. He hadn’t slept. Not really. His thoughts had looped through worst-case scenarios all night, scenarios he’d once published as theoretical risk assessments. Now they felt less like academic models and more like premonitions.

			~

			The knock on his office door came just after 9 a.m. When David opened it, a man in a dark FBI windbreaker stood on the threshold, flanked by a suited DHS agent who looked more curious than stern.

			“Dr. Levi?” the taller agent asked, extending a badge. “I’m Special Agent Marcus Odom. FBI, Philadelphia Field Office.”

			David nodded. “You’re here about the lab breach.”

			“Yes,” Odom said evenly. “You were listed as a registered faculty researcher with access to the floor adjacent to the isotopes room. Mind if we sit?”

			David gestured to the pair of chairs across from his desk. “Please. I expected someone might come.” He paused. “Just didn’t expect it to be this fast.”

			Odom offered a faint smile as he sat. “We’re operating on the assumption that speed may matter.”

			David studied him, mid-forties, sharp eyes, very fit but not aggressive. He carried himself like someone who could handle pressure. David recalled from a news blurb that Marcus Odom had once been a linebacker for the New York Jets, but only for a season or two before an ACL injury ended his NFL aspirations.

			“We’ve reviewed your publications,” Odom said. “Your recent article on radiological threat modeling in urban centers was terrifying stuff. Also, well-cited.”

			David gave a tired shrug. “It was supposed to be theoretical.”

			Odom nodded, flipping open a small notebook. “We’re trying to determine if there’s any connection between the theft and the protests. Even just the timing.”

			David thought for a moment. “I can’t draw a line between the two. At least not based on anything I’ve seen. But… the overlap is hard to ignore.”

			“What about access?” Odom asked. “Any recent visitors to the adjacent lab who raised red flags? Security gaps? Anything odd?”

			David leaned back slightly, trying to recall. “No one unusual. The research wing runs tight. Entry requires dual credentialing. The only thing that comes to mind—” He hesitated.

			“Go on,” Odom said.

			“There was a temporary contractor on-site last week. IT support. He was resetting terminal access in the adjacent imaging suite. But he had hospital clearance. Nothing seemed off at the time.”

			Odom jotted it down but didn’t react. “Noted. Now, let’s talk about the cesium.”

			David sighed. “There’s not much I can tell you that isn’t already in my lectures or publications. It’s a high-energy beta and gamma emitter, used in research and cancer radiotherapy. Even a small amount can be dangerous if weaponized. A dirty bomb wouldn’t cause a nuclear explosion, but it would contaminate an area. Mass panic. Economic paralysis. Psychological trauma.”

			“That’s consistent with our analysts’ assessments,” Odom said quietly. “But you’ve written extensively on behavioral fallout, how the public reacts to these threats. That interests us, too.”

			David looked down at his hands. “They panic. They evacuate. They flood ERs with imagined symptoms. They buy iodine tablets even when those wouldn’t help. The radiological threat is real, but it’s the fear that does the widest damage.”

			Odom nodded slowly. “Do you believe the theft was intentional?”

			David didn’t answer immediately. “I don’t want to believe it,” he said at last. “But you don’t steal cesium-137 by accident. Especially not in the middle of a riot.”

			There was a pause. The DHS agent glanced at Odom, who closed his notebook gently.

			“We appreciate your time, Dr. Levi. I may need to stop by again as this unfolds.”

			David walked them to the door. “Of course. I want to help. I wish I had more to offer.”

			Odom gave him a final nod. “You’ve offered more than you think.”

			The door clicked shut, and for a moment, David stood there in the quiet. The hallway outside buzzed with the normal rhythms of hospital life. Pagers, footsteps, voices in passing. It felt absurdly normal. But the next days brought no answers. Nor did the week that followed.

			~

			Odom returned twice more. Once for a brief follow-up, once just to check in. Each time, David hoped there would be a lead. A recovered sample. Surveillance footage. A suspect. There was nothing. The riots faded. The news cycle moved on. Students trickled back to class. The charred trash bins were replaced, the slogans painted over. But the cesium-137 and the other isotopes remained unaccounted for. Missing. Untraceable. Beneath the university’s restored calm, David felt a persistent unease, like a dropped scalpel no one could find. It was quiet now. But it didn’t feel over. Not to him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13. 
First Invitation 

			Just as David was finishing up charting in his home office, his phone buzzed. A familiar number lit the screen. He answered, and before he could say a word, Uri’s voice came crisply through the line.

			“I hear you’re going to London,” he said. “There’s a car service en route. It’ll be at your place in two hours to take you to JFK. Your ticket’s waiting at the Virgin Atlantic upper-class kiosk. And by the way, dress nicely. You’re now on the big stage.”

			Before David could respond, the line went dead. He stared at the phone for a moment, then let out a breath, somewhere between exasperation and admiration. Classic Uri. Efficient, opaque, and always three steps ahead.

			Uri’s call caught him by surprise, and the official invitation landed just minutes later, almost overlapping. The text message came first, Global Technologies—Threats and Opportunities, accompanied by the conference details. This was followed by a call from the conference coordinator. He had learned from the conference coordinator that one of the scheduled keynote speakers, an internationally renowned public health leader, had reportedly fallen ill. David was suggested as a last-minute replacement.

			A few minutes later, his inbox pinged. A single new message sat waiting:

			Subject: Read Me. 

			He opened it. Although the email was unsigned, he knew it was from Uri’s associates. It was filled with dense analysis on civil unrest and emerging radiological threats. The timing was no coincidence. David knew what this was: direction by design. He was being guided, positioned, nudged toward something more consequential.

			Still, the opportunity was real. The kind of invitation that didn’t come often. He began packing his bags, already mentally reviewing topics he could speak on credibly and with conviction. Dirty bomb scenarios. Urban resilience. The health system’s fragile preparedness. He didn’t have a finished presentation yet, but with the material he had just received, he knew he would be able to prepare appropriately.

			Two hours later, with his passport in one pocket and a USB drive in the other, he slid into the waiting Town Car.

			~

			He arrived on the overnight flight in the early morning. He went to the hotel, rested for just an hour, and then took a black cab to the conference venue to register and prepare for his afternoon presentation.

			The conference was hosted at a prestigious venue near Russell Square, a growing hub of intellectual discourse and student training in London. David’s accommodation was at the Kimpton Fitzroy Hotel in Bloomsbury, a locale renowned for its literary history and Georgian architecture. He followed Uri’s advice, and his attire—a dark, tailored suit from Kiton and an Isaia shirt and pocket square—reflected his understated sophistication, at least that’s what he hoped to portray.

			Upon arrival at the conference, Romi Morgan was waiting for him. He was surprised and delighted to see her. Had her firm arranged for her to attend the conference as well, or had she received her last-minute invitation intentionally? Perhaps it was coincidental. David put that out of his mind.

			Backstage at the conference, David reread the emails he had received from Anonymous one last time. Although bearing no signature, the fingerprints felt like Uri’s. The conclusions matched his own and strengthened the case he was about to present. The guilt of using them settled to a weight he could carry.

			In the early afternoon, he walked onto the dais after a brief introduction. “Esteemed colleagues, distinguished guests, and dedicated professionals from around the world. It is a privilege to speak with you today, at a moment when technology continues to accelerate faster than our ability to fully comprehend its implications. As a physician with a background in both clinical care and public health, I want to reflect on two areas that illustrate the double-edged nature of our progress: nuclear radiation and mRNA vaccine technology. These innovations save lives, but in the wrong hands or misunderstood by the public, they can erode trust, provoke fear, and do lasting harm far beyond the physical.”

			He scanned the room and cleared his throat.

			“Radiation is perhaps one of the most misunderstood tools in modern science. It has transformed diagnostics and treatment—from CT scans to radiotherapy for cancer—with enormous benefit when applied with care and precision. Yet it still triggers disproportionate fear. That fear is easily manipulated and poorly managed in public discourse.

			Radiation itself is not the villain. My concern is how easily certain materials can be acquired and misused. Radioactive material often ends up in inadequately secured hospital environments or easily accessible areas in industrial complexes.”

			He took a beat to let the impact of that statement land with the audience.

			“It takes little more than determination and access to create a radiological dispersion device, a dirty bomb. A dirty bomb is not designed to cause mass death through radiation. Its purpose is disruption. It spreads panic, collapses commerce, and displaces people. The blast may be small, the radiation effects mild, but the psychological and economic toll is immense. In densely populated urban centers, even a minor release could shut down transportation, overload emergency rooms, disrupt the economy, and trigger widespread fear nationwide. And in public health, fear is it’s kind of contagion.

			The question is not whether we can prevent every act of malice, but whether we are doing enough to avoid our negligence from making them easier to occur. Right now, I would argue, we are not.”

			He paused for a moment, drinking a sip of water, and then continued to the more recent revolution, mRNA vaccine technology.

			“This scientific leap saved a considerable number of lives during the COVID-19 pandemic and opened the door to tailored vaccines and rapid response to emerging pathogens. The science behind it is elegant and exciting, with possibilities extending beyond infectious disease into cancer therapy, autoimmune conditions, and more. But we are still learning, and we must stay vigilant.

			There are well-documented risks. There are reported clinical phenomena that warrant deeper investigation, which should continue without political or commercial interference.

			He gripped the edges of the podium.

			“mRNA technology is programmable, shareable, editable, and increasingly inexpensive. In the hands of researchers, it’s a gift. In the hands of a bad actor, it could become a nightmare. 

			The technologies I’ve discussed today are not inherently dangerous. Fear fills the voids of information. If we do not proactively educate, regulate, and prepare, we will find ourselves reacting to misinformation and panic rather than leading with science. Let us use our influence not only to innovate, but to safeguard.

			That means better stewardship of radiological sources, honest communication about vaccine risks, and constant vigilance against the misuse of tools we barely understand ourselves. Ultimately, public trust is not built on certainty. It is built on transparency. In this age of extraordinary advancement, transparency is not a luxury. It is a responsibility.”

			He raised his eyes and scanned the crowd, looking for Romi’s reassuring smile.

			“Thank you for your attention, and for the work each of you does to uphold that responsibility every day.”

			After the presentation and an obligatory seat on a discussion panel, David was exhausted. Jet lag was catching up. He met Romi for drinks in the Fitz Brasserie Bar at the hotel. She had been there for his presentation and shared how she was duly impressed. They happily chatted for several hours, discussing everything and nothing. Over hors d’oeuvres and a glass of Primativo, they finally reconnected in person. Exhausted, David retired solo to his room to finally sleep.

			His time with Romi had gone even better than he had hoped. They agreed she would schedule a trip to the New York affiliate, and both were already looking forward to seeing each other again soon.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14. 
After the Presentation 

			Following a good night’s sleep and a quick but delicious buffet breakfast in the hotel dining room, David stood in the marbled lobby of the Kimpton Fitzroy hotel, a rolling Tumi carry-on at his side and a passport wallet in hand, ready to check out. He was elegantly dressed for departure, the image of precision and control. David had just checked his watch, calculating whether he had time for another coffee before getting a black cab to the airport, when he felt it. There was a subtle shift in the air, a presence felt just behind him. 

			A voice followed, low and steady. “We have a situation.”

			David’s heart quickened as he observed a familiar silhouette emerge. This meant something serious was occurring.

			Once again, the line between his scholarly life and the hidden world blurred dangerously, tightening the knot in his chest. David turned, already knowing things were suddenly changing. The Mossad operative had appeared from behind a pillar near the hotel lobby, dressed in a flat cap, jacket, and jeans. His hand brushed David’s arm in greeting, the touch just enough to ground him before the conversation tilted the world again. David’s posture shifted, tension rising, then easing with recognition. Uri never showed up without a purpose. His presence alone was an alarm bell.

			“You probably guessed something was up the moment you got that warm invitation to ‘relax in the British Isles,’” Uri said, the ghost of a grin playing at his lips. “We needed you here. Just weren’t sure exactly when.”

			David’s suitcase was taken by the bellman. His travel plans dissolved. In less than two minutes, the clinical calm of his completed visit and successful presentation had transformed into the opening scene of an operation, which Uri now laid out efficiently.

			A cache of stolen Cesium-137, possibly the one stolen months ago from a restricted radiopharmaceutical laboratory at the University of Pennsylvania, had now resurfaced. For weeks, it had gone dark after leaving U.S. soil. Both the CIA and British Intelligence had lost its trail somewhere in the tangle of East London’s dockyards. But Mossad hadn’t.

			Facial recognition flagged Dr. Amir Kasem, a biophysicist turned rogue ideologue. He was once affiliated with peaceful medical research, but now he was radicalized and seeking to “reshape the narrative,” as one Mossad file had put it. Kasem had been spotted on London’s CCTV network, driving into Tower Hamlets.

			“Don’t ask how we accessed the CCTV net,” Uri said, deadpan.

			David didn’t. The answer didn’t matter. Only the implications did.

			Mossad had tapped into a dark web of internet chatter, cryptic posts, code words buried in anarchist forums, and encrypted message boards. Something was coming. Soon. And Kasem, if the chatter was accurate, was at the center of it. The radioactive material had been traced to an abandoned warehouse. They feared that time was running out.

			“We want to apprehend, or eliminate, Kasem,” Uri continued. “And secure the cesium before it is used or disappears again. British authorities might take the lead publicly, but politically…they’ll hesitate. Especially with Kasem’s academic credentials and activist connections. Let’s just say we don’t believe in hesitation. We want to fully interrogate him, and the British might stop short of using our enthusiastic methods.”

			David listened, his heartbeat steady despite the rising stakes. He felt the mental shift happening already, his transition from civilian to something else.

			Uri studied him a beat longer. Then his tone dropped. “We’re short. Two of our agents are out—one redeployed, one… compromised. And you,” he nodded toward David, “you’re here. Right place. Right time. Right training.”

			David said nothing.

			“We don’t just need a pair of hands to carry a weapon. We need your trained medical hands and mind,” Eitan added. “You know how to spot signs of acute radiation exposures, including mottled skin, tremors, and ocular dilation. If anyone in that warehouse has been handling cesium directly, they may show signs of exposure. You also know how to act around radioactive material. You’re the only one available who’s worked with that level of medical radiation firsthand. You know what it’s like.”

			David’s jaw tensed. Eitan wasn’t wrong, and he also noted the words specifically including him on their team.

			“And if someone goes down—gunshot, blast trauma, accidental exposure—you’re the one who keeps them alive until we evacuate. You’re not just a clinical physician, you’re a field medic. A damn good one.”

			More directly, Uri said, “You must have known this was always coming, David. Previously, you’ve had your desert Masada. You have climbed the hill before. Tonight, you find out again what you are able to do at the summit.”

			David inhaled slowly. He didn’t look away…he couldn’t. He knew the mission had already begun. He nodded once.

			“I guess my flight and the hospital can wait.” Uri responded, “Already taken care of.”

			David didn’t crave violence. He didn’t seek confrontation. But there was a certain irrational thrill to the upcoming mission. Being needed and perhaps contributing toward something greater than himself was exhilarating. The trials of all his training were no longer symbolic. He was being asked not to theorize, not to advise, but to act.

			Eitan said to remain in the hotel and rest. They would meet again in the early evening. Although David had agreed, he was still conflicted as he approached the front desk to rearrange his lodging. He caught the eye of Sean, the friendly concierge who always seemed to have a smile and a suggestion. Sean commented that David seemed distracted. David just smiled and said something had just come up. He was going to spend the day in his room and perhaps get a session in at the hotel gym. 

			Sean asked if David knew the history of the hotel, and told him he needed to visit “Lucky George” one level up. David was confused, but Sean’s smile caused him to consider the idea. Sean said he had a break coming up, and suggested that they go together to meet “Lucky George.”

			In his Irish brogue, he began. “Once upon a time, in the bustling streets of London, there lived a dragon—not a fire-breathing beast of legend, but a charming bronze fellow named Lucky George. He was born from the hands of Charles Fitzroy Doll, an architect with a penchant for the dramatic, who built a palace of a hotel called The Russell in 1900. George wasn’t alone at first; he had a twin, forged from the same mold, who set sail on a grand ship called the Titanic. While George settled comfortably on the second-floor staircase, watching over guests with a mischievous glint in his eye, his brother faced a colder, wetter fate. When the Titanic met its icy end, the twin dragon sank to the bottom of the Atlantic, leaving George as the sole survivor of their pair. ‘Lucky George,’ the hotel staff dubbed him, and soon he became a mascot of sorts. Guests now rub his head for good fortune, and whispers spread that his luck might just rub off.”

			The Dragon, Lucky George, was gleaming before him. David thanked Sean for the story, and vigorously rubbed George’s head…just in case.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15. 
Battle in Tower Hamlets

			In the early evening, outside the hotel’s ornate entrance, Eitan led David to a discreet corner of the curb where an old, beat-up Mercedes was parked. The car’s navy-blue paint was faded and speckled with London grime, its body inconspicuous.

			“Your rental agency really needs to update their fleet,” David joked softly as he slipped into the passenger seat, the cracked leather creaking under him.

			Eitan only smirked, twisting the key in the ignition. The Mercedes coughed to life, and within seconds, they pulled away from the curb, merging into the city traffic with no fanfare. Uri was in the backseat and grumbled that old cars like this one now required an environmental daily tax since they didn’t meet current EU standards and a congestion tax since London was woefully overcrowded.

			David glanced back once at the glowing facade of the Fitzroy receding behind them—his planned departure fading into the misty London evening—and then focused forward.

			The mission was on. The old Mercedes crept through the deserted backstreets of London. Its headlights barely cut through a thick blanket of fog that had settled in with the evening. Streetlights cast hazy amber halos in the mist, illuminating the slick cobblestones.

			They headed east toward Tower Hamlets. In the front passenger seat, David tightened his grip on the dashboard. Eitan navigated through narrow lanes, past rows of darkened brick buildings and chained lots. The world outside the windows slid by in grainy vignettes. Occasional figures huddled at bus stops, the neon blur of an all-night shop, and then increasingly long stretches of emptiness as they enter the industrial outskirts.

			The three men spoke little during the drive, communicating in glances and terse nods. The only sounds were the rhythmic sweep of windshield wipers now that a light rain had begun to fall and the low hum of the engine struggling against the damp chill.

			David’s mind raced. He mentally reviewed everything he had been told about Dr. Kasem’s operation and the stolen cesium-137. The scraps of intelligence pointed to a terror cell intending to weaponize it. He knew that Kasem, a brilliant physicist now turned fanatic, wouldn’t hesitate to detonate such a device if cornered.

			David flexed his fingers. The weight of responsibility settled in his gut. This moment was the culmination of weeks of intelligence gathering and sleepless nights by Uri, Eitan, and their organization. He cast a sidelong glance at Eitan, whose jaw was set in grim focus as he drove.

			As they approached the Tower Hamlets area, the scenery grew more desolate and industrial. Rows of corrugated metal warehouses loomed out of the fog. Chain-link fences topped with barbed wire lined the road, and rusted signs warned against trespassing. The River Thames was not far off, its cold moisture adding to the fog. David felt a rush of adrenaline, his heart beating in his chest.

			The desolate maze of old storage depots and factories was the perfect hiding place for a covert operation. Eitan slowed the car and killed the headlights as they rounded a corner into a lane marked by a broken street sign. Tower Hamlets Warehouse District—the letters peeled and graffiti-laden. They were close. They met another old Mercedes parked along the street with its lights out.

			Doran and Avi emerged and joined them in their car.

			Eitan parked the Mercedes in the shadows behind a row of derelict shipping containers. Only the distant drip of water from a drainpipe and the muffled roar of a cargo ship’s horn on the Thames broke the quiet.

			David and Eitan exited the car quietly, closing the heavy doors behind them. David flipped up the collar of his coat, eyes scanning the area. Across from them stood a large abandoned warehouse, its brick facade stained with decades of soot and neglect. The building matched the coordinates from Eitan’s intel. A flicker of pale light showed through a window, then vanished. David’s pulse quickened. There was someone inside. 

			They took cover behind a stack of pallets, surveying the warehouse from a distance. The structure was ominously dark except for an intermittent glow from within. The exterior CCTV cameras that one might expect on a modern facility were conspicuously absent; a rusted bracket where a camera once hung was now empty.

			“No external CCTV,” David whispered to Eitan.

			“Suspicious.” Eitan nodded, leaning forward to inspect the front entrance through the gloom. The large rolling door was padlocked, and a smaller side door, likely an office entrance, was located to the right. There were no guards posted outside, no lookouts that they could see. Either Kasem’s group was overconfident in their secrecy, or they had some other security measures.

			They remained crouched for several minutes, watching for any patrols or activity. Nothing. The warehouse exterior was utterly still, too still. No late-night lorry traffic, no homeless squatters, not even the scurry of a rat. It was as if this pocket of the city had been vacuumed of any life, existing now only for whatever dark purpose was unfolding inside.

			Creeping through the darkness, they circled the warehouse, careful to avoid the beam of a single dim security light.

			Eitan signaled a halt and whispered, “I’ll pick the lock. I don’t see any surveillance cameras. We go in fast. Watch for tripwires or sensors. I’ll take point.” 

			David’s senses sharpened, every instinct from years of training flooding back. He glanced at his watch. It was almost midnight. The city was silent, but inside that warehouse, chaos and death could be waiting for them.

			On Uri’s signal, Eitan deftly picked the lock and slipped through the door. David followed, staying low. The small Geiger-2 detector, clipped to David’s belt, emitted faint clicks that grew faster and louder. Then it spiked, confirming the presence of radioactive material nearby.

			Overhead, a few old fluorescent fixtures flickered intermittently. The ceiling soared two stories above, lost in darkness where the light didn’t reach. Crates and barrels were stacked haphazardly along the walls. Some were marked with faded shipping labels, others repurposed as makeshift tables. The concrete floor was littered with scraps of wood, coiled wires, and tools. There was a wrench here, a soldering iron there, showing evidence of frantic work.

			In the center of this vast room, beneath the one steady work lamp, was a makeshift lab. A large wooden workbench draped with cables and electronic components supported the unmistakable shape of a bomb being assembled.

			David’s eyes locked onto a compact metal cylinder attached to a tangle of wires and a timer. It was almost certainly the beginning of a radiological dispersal device, a dirty bomb. That cylinder could contain the cesium-137.

			Around the workbench, four figures were gathered. Dr. Amir Kasem was immediately recognizable from the photos in the briefing dossier. A slim man of Middle Eastern descent in his late forties, with thinning hair falling out in patches and wire-rimmed glasses perched on an aquiline nose. He was hunched over the table, carefully packing something into the device with gloved hands. His movements were meticulous and unnaturally calm. He looked pale and unwell, with scaly blistered arms, visually confirming David’s diagnosis of radiation poisoning. Flanking him were three other men, similarly of Middle Eastern appearance, dressed in plain dark clothing. They spoke in low tones to each other, in a language David didn’t understand.

			One man held a small flashlight, illuminating Kasem’s work. Another was pacing, a handgun tucked in his waistband. The third stood apart, near a stack of crates, rifling through a toolkit and handing components to Kasem as requested. All of them were so absorbed in their task that they hadn’t noticed David and Eitan in the shadows at the room’s edge. Although Kasem may have been initially supportive of this terrorist activity, it seemed that the guards around him were now forcing him to cooperate in ways beyond his initial agreement.

			David pressed his back against the cold brick wall, inching forward behind a row of oil drums to gain a better vantage point. His heart pounded at what he was seeing. Kasem and his team were nearly finished assembling the bomb. Wires ran from the cylindrical container, likely holding the radioactive source, to a block of C-4 plastic explosive. A digital timer was connected, hopefully inactive. The sight of it was chilling. If that device were detonated, the cesium-137 would scatter and contaminate many blocks of London. This was what all the intel led to. It was on the verge of culmination right here, right now.

			Eitan leaned to David’s ear, whispering so quietly it was almost inaudible. “We can’t let them trigger anything. We take them by surprise, silently if possible.”

			David nodded. Gunfire near the bomb could risk breaching the radioactive container. They need to neutralize the threat with precision. David steadied his breathing, centering himself as he prepared for the imminent confrontation. This was it, the moment all his training, both in science and combat, had prepared him for.

			Eitan signaled, pointing two fingers at himself and toward the two nearest men by the bench. He then pointed at David and toward the man with the gun, who was pacing. David acknowledged with a nod while silently drawing a Glock 19.

			They moved.

			Uri and Avi were looking for any additional threats while Doron stayed near the door. In a flash, Eitan stepped out from cover, leveling his pistol at the man who was pacing. “Hands up!” he barked in Arabic, then repeating in English, voice echoing through the warehouse, “Freeze!”

			The shout acted like a thunderclap. The reaction was immediate. The pacing man whirled toward the new threats, yanking the handgun from his waistband. Before he could fully raise it, Eitan’s suppressed Glock coughed a round. A precise shot that hit the gunman in the shoulder. The attacker cried out and spun down to the floor, his weapon skittering away into the darkness. They wanted him alive so he could be questioned.

			Simultaneously, David sprang from the shadows on the opposite side. He covered the distance to the workbench in a few long strides. He with the explosive speed from years of training. The man with the flashlight gaped in surprise, fumbling to pull a knife from his belt.

			David didn’t give him the chance. He pivoted on the ball of his foot. Delivered a brutal palm-heel strike. Straight to the man’s chin. Bone crunched. The man dropped. Unconscious or worse. He didn’t utter a sound.

			Kasem recoiled from the bench. His eyes were wide behind his glasses as he realized they were under attack. The third accomplice lunged at David with a guttural yell. He swung a short metal pipe that he had grabbed from the table. David reacted instantly. He sidestepped the swing with a fighter’s grace. The pipe whistled past his ear. David caught the man’s arm and twisted. The assailant gasped as his wrist was wrenched painfully in a joint lock. The pipe fell from his grasp. David drove a sharp elbow into the man’s jaw, dropping him to his knees. Without pause, he twisted the arm into a controlled lock and used his weight to slam the assailant face-first onto the concrete. The man lay dazed and moaning as David focused on keeping him neutralized.

			A burst of gunfire erupted to David’s left. The crack of unsuppressed shots snapping through the air. David’s head turned toward the noise. As bullets hissed past, David’s first thought was of Romi. If this went wrong—if he failed—the consequences would reach her. That singular fear hardened his resolve.

			The wounded gunman whom Eitan had shot crawled to retrieve his dropped pistol. He now fired wildly in their direction. Muzzle flashes strobed in the dimness. Eitan was already in motion, darting behind a column.

			David felt a hot whiz past his shoulder as a bullet narrowly missed him and landed into a brick wall with a puff of dust. Senses razor-sharp, David kicked a fallen flashlight across the floor, drawing the shooter’s eye for a split second.

			That’s all Eitan needed. He rolled out from cover. He returned fire with two quick shots. One hit the gunman’s thigh. The other punched clean through his chest. The man collapsed with his pistol falling from his lifeless hand. This one would not be talking.

			Silence returned as the echoes of gunfire faded, broken only by the drip of a punctured pipe. David’s ears rang in the aftermath, but he forced himself to focus. Where was Kasem? In the flurry, David had lost sight of him. The workbench now stood deserted. The dirty bomb components still sat ominously under the lamp. David quickly scanned the room and spotted a figure darting toward the back exit door beyond the bench. Kasem. 

			David took off after him. He sprinted past the scattered tools. He leaped over the unconscious flashlight-wielder. Kasem crashed through the back door. He moved far faster than anticipated for a man as ill as he likely was. He escaped into an alley. David was only steps behind. Kasem fumbled in panic, dropping his briefcase. David grabbed Kasem’s coat and yanked him backward. Kasem stumbled. David slammed him against the brick wall of the alley. Kasem was surprisingly stubborn. He twisted, throwing a wild punch. Desperation gave him strength. David’s combat instincts prevailed. He blocked the punch with a forearm and countered with a knee strike to Kasem’s midsection. Kasem doubled over with an agonized wheeze.

			As the fight drained from him, David pivoted and swept Kasem’s legs with a takedown, guiding the fall so his head didn’t slam the pavement. They hit hard. David pinned Kasem face down, wrenching one arm behind his back. Kasem struggled feebly.

			“It’s over, Amir,” David hissed, his chest heaving.

			Kasem let out a defeated groan. His fight was finally gone.

			Eitan appeared in the doorway, gun raised, covering them. He surveyed the scene quickly. David kneeling on Kasem, the bomb unarmed on the table nearby, no other threats in sight. Eitan stepped forward, snapping open a plastic flex-cuff from his pocket. David hauled Kasem up to a kneeling position, and together they bound the doctor’s wrists securely. Kasem winced, coughing from the knee strike, eyes darting between his captors with equal parts fear and fury.

			Back inside the warehouse, one of Kasem’s men was dead, and the others were incapacitated on the floor amidst the detritus of their foiled plot. The acrid smell of gunpowder lingered. Eitan kept his pistol trained on the room, vigilance unbroken. Avi quickly but carefully moved to the workbench. His hands glided deftly over the bomb components—he had training in explosives handling. The timer had not been started. The device was incomplete. Avi disconnected the primary power leads, ensuring it could not accidentally arm. A lead-lined container lay on the bench, unopened, marked with the radiation trefoil symbol. They had secured the radioactive threat.

			David exchanged a look with Eitan across the room. Both Doron and Uri had checked the perimeter. No threats remained. The men exhaled, long and slow. It was over. They had done it. The culmination of the intelligence thread—the stolen cesium, the planned atrocity—had been halted mere minutes from disaster, in a gritty warehouse far from the public eye. The team took Kasem into the car and drove away. Avi remained in the warehouse, awaiting British Intelligence and whoever else they brought to oversee the final confiscation of the bomb and the cleanup of the injured and dead terrorists.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16. 
Breakfast Debrief

			David got a few hours’ sleep and then met the team at breakfast for a debrief at the hotel. Its dining room was a mosaic of Victorian grandeur and modern elegance. Sunlight filtered through tall windows, cutting through the morning chill. The clink of cutlery on fine china created a soothing ambiance. He was freshly showered and dressed in a crisp navy blazer with a white French-cuffed shirt and dark gray slacks. He sat at a small corner table with a steaming cup of black coffee in hand. Fedro, a highly attentive server, brought him an additional French press of roasted coffee, obviously sensing that he needed more caffeine than most of the usual morning clients. The soreness in his shoulders from the previous night’s fight had now developed into a dull ache, but the residual adrenaline and purpose kept him alert.

			Across from him sat Eitan, nursing a plate of scrambled eggs and toast, his usual calm demeanor unbroken. Fedro brought him additional freshly cooked bacon, which made David chuckle.

			Eitan looked up and smiled, “It’s kosher.”

			Moments later, Uri arrived, moving with the confident, unhurried gait of a man accustomed to managing crises. He greeted both men with a brief nod and took a seat, folding his hands on the table.

			“Good morning.” Uri’s voice was measured. “Has Heathrow missed you, David?”

			David returned a wry smile. “Flight delays. Happens to the best of us.”

			Eitan smirked, but Uri’s expression remained neutral as he signaled for the waiter. He shared that Avi and Doron had already returned to Israel. After ordering a simple breakfast, Uri leaned forward, his voice dropping just enough to exclude eavesdroppers.

			“Excellent work last night,” he began. “The device is neutralized, the cesium is secured. Since we helped avoid a terrorist plot on British soil and they were able to keep the isotopes, we negotiated our questioning of Kasem, at least for a while.” Uri raised his coffee cup to his mouth. “In all likelihood, given his health condition, a little while is more than he’s likely to live. The CIA was read in, and they are satisfied, if not exactly happy…by the way, David, we deliberately forgot to mention any reference to you.” Uri cracked a sly smile. “Lastly, just so you know that we are complete, we’ve had very positive feedback on your polished presentation.”

			David took a sip of his coffee, still not quite satisfied. “And the bomb components? You’re sure they’ve all been accounted for?”

			“British Intelligence swept the warehouse after we left,” Eitan replied. “Everything is being cataloged. They’ve also detained the surviving accomplices for interrogation.”

			David nodded but couldn’t shake his unease. This had been a real-world event. They could have been maimed or killed. It was fortunate that things worked out well, but the downside was unthinkable. He wasn’t just haunted by how close they had come to catastrophe but also by the larger implications. Leaning back in his chair, his fingers traced the rim of his cup thoughtfully.

			“Something doesn’t add up. Why is Mossad so invested in preventing a dirty bomb on British soil? No offense, but I never took the agency for humanitarian interventions abroad.”

			Uri’s lips curled in a faint smile. “We’re concerned citizens of the world,” he replied, tone light but with an edge of sarcasm. “But you’re right, our motives are rarely so altruistic. This isn’t just about preventing mass casualties or economic panic in London.”

			David arched an eyebrow. “Then what’s the angle?”

			Uri adjusted his napkin and took a measured breath. “The man behind all this—behind Kasem’s funding, logistics, and the network of radicals, including in America—is a financier named Adrian Kessler. We even believe he had a partial involvement in the initial isotope theft. Someone had to fund many of those radicals. You won’t find his name on any public lists of terror sponsors or criminal syndicates. He’s far too careful for that. Kessler is an immensely wealthy international speculator, a master of manipulating markets, and the driving force behind a holding company called Bancroft Holdings. They have offices in Singapore, London, and New York City.”

			Eitan interjected, “Kessler thrives on economic upheaval. The threat of radiation contamination, the fear it instills, is a perfect recipe for panic in the commodities and futures markets. He doesn’t care about ideology, politics, or casualties. Just chaos. And chaos is profitable. He also favors strong financial support of radical political agendas in multiple countries. Finally, if radiation and nuclear words are in the lay press, creating public fear, it will drive up the price of oil, which is an alternative for energy, and he has large holdings in fossil fuels.”

			David shook his head slowly, processing the revelation. “So, he’s intentionally funding terror cells, among other things, to create market volatility and further his portfolio?”

			“Exactly,” Uri replied. “He orchestrates disruptions that impact commodities—especially energy, precious metals, and currency exchanges. Whenever fear spikes, markets swing wildly. He positions himself to profit from both sides of the movement. He also has a very liberal bend politically and habitually funds the more radical and progressive agendas.”

			“We certainly want to ‘save the world’, but in a practical sense, we want to eliminate any support to or threat of terrorism that could impact Israel or her citizens and supporters wherever they may be.”

			David asked, “And the Islamic terrorist and racial hate rallies that disrupted college campuses and enabled the original theft of the isotope were purely being used as tools by Kessler.”

			Uri nodded and said, “In part funded, and definitely used…unfortunately, we believe that to be the case.” Uri gave a bitter smile. “He doesn’t pull the trigger himself. He’s always a few degrees removed from the action. He’s created a web of subsidiaries and shell companies to mask his connections. Bancroft Holdings itself appears pristine, with legitimate investments and a range of financial services. But dig deeper, and you find subsidiary entities funding all manner of dark operations.”

			David processed the information. Anger surged beneath his calm exterior. It wasn’t just about stopping terrorists—it was about taking down the financial puppet master who was profiting from human fear and devastation. Or at least derailing his current activities. He gave Uri a hard look.

			“What’s your plan?” David asked.

			Uri shrugged. “We’re gathering intel on Kessler’s financial operations. The challenge is tying him directly to the dirty bomb plot. If we can get proof of his direct funding to Kasem’s group, it would be enough to start dismantling his network. But we’ll have to be discreet, he’s as paranoid as he is cunning.”

			“Wow.” David took a deep breath, nodding as his thoughts crystallized. “I’ll be glad to head back to the States. I miss my medical responsibility, even though I’ve only been involved in this specific escapade for less than a week. Unfortunately, my absence from the hospital seems like years. Keep me looped in on anything you find.”

			Fedro arrived with Uri’s breakfast, poached eggs, and toast. As the older man calmly spread jam on his bread, David couldn’t help but marvel at his ability to totally compartmentalize. He was beginning to realize that, in this line of espionage work, emotional detachment was both an asset and a curse.

			Before he left the table, Uri gave David one final piece of advice. “Stay sharp, David.”

			David nodded, acknowledging the gravity of the warning. As he left the hotel dining room, his mind was already turning to his next steps. Returning to his medical practice. Reconnecting with Romi. Waiting for Uri to gather intel. His internal conflict intensified as he felt himself drawn into surreptitious activities, distancing him further from his medical profession.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17. 
Back to New Hope

			After his return home, David slid back into his normal routine. One evening after work, while comfortably settled on his couch, enjoying a mug of freshly brewed coffee, he was reminded that the tranquil ambiance of his home provided a stark contrast to the whirlwind of responsibilities and stresses that defined his existence.

			In this moment of solitude, he found a fleeting sense of peace, fully aware that the delicate balance between his dual lives could tip at any instant. The adventures of London had receded from immediate memory. As he sat there quietly reflecting on both the day’s events and more broadly life in general, he thought he heard an unusual noise. He set the coffee mug down slowly, his ears straining.

			There it was, a barely perceptible creak from the entryway. Instinctively, his hand reached for the decorative iron bookend, which was heavy enough to serve as a weapon.

			“Easy, Doctor,” came a familiar, lightly amused voice.

			David turned to see Uri leaning casually against the wall, arms folded, a smirk dancing on his lips. Next to him stood Eitan, square-shouldered and vigilant, and a third figure—a composed, middle-aged woman with an authoritative presence.

			He lowered the bookend, glaring at Uri. “How the hell did you get past my security system?”

			Uri offered a wry grin. “You really don’t want to know. Besides, Eitan likes to play mind games with you,” he replied, giving a little shrug that made it clear they had bypassed his electronic defenses without so much as breaking a sweat.

			David glanced at Eitan, who merely gave a slight nod, confirming Uri’s claim. Then his gaze fell on the woman, whose calculating eyes flicked across the room, making mental notes.

			He turned to Eitan and said, “You’re lucky I didn’t hit you and break your nose, which you too often stick where it doesn’t belong.”

			“You could certainly try,” Eitan said, the hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

			David huffed, shaking off his initial tension. “What’s going on? I thought I was finally getting a quiet night at home.”

			Uri pushed off the wall and gestured toward the adjoining half of the duplex, the unoccupied portion that David never used. “We need you to take a look at someone. Your next patient is already awaiting you, Doc. Let’s go upstairs.”

			Frowning, David followed them through the doorway into the other portion of the duplex. He wondered which wounded member of Uri’s team would be there. He’d treated several warriors, off the books, of course, to do his part in support.

			The lights were on as he entered, spilling a sterile glow across the sparse furniture. On a couch lay a middle-aged man, pale and barely conscious. He had shallow, erratic breaths, and his pale torso was partly exposed. David didn’t recognize him immediately, but was told his name was Greg Somerton. He was the Director of an investment firm linked to Bancroft Holdings, and was currently presiding over their office in NYC. 

			David paced the dimly lit room in the off-limits section of his New Hope safe house, his eyes darting between Uri and the woman introduced only as Rebecca. The air was thick with the acrid scent of disinfectant and tension.

			Somerton remained pale, drenched in sweat, drifting in and out of consciousness.

			“What the hell, exactly, is he doing here?” David asked, keeping his voice low. He was expecting a soldier or an agent, not a man off the street.

			Uri gave a lazy shrug. “He’s enjoying a bit of post-dinner tranquility,” he replied. “We met him at a very private investor outreach dinner we’d arranged for Bancroft Holdings. The restaurant was a very upscale place with wine, hors d’oeuvres, and an exquisite crème brûlée. Funny thing about that dessert, it had just enough medetomidine to knock out a charging rhino.”

			David shot him a look. “You drugged him?”

			Eitan chimed in. “We wanted him compliant. He didn’t exactly volunteer to come here. Unfortunately, his physical reserve is less than we anticipated, so we’ve got a bit of an overdose problem. He’s less rhino, more squirrel. When the drug works as scripted, the sedative has the lovely side effect of short-term memory loss. We’re hoping he’s going to wake up with your help, extremely confused, and remembering nothing.”

			“Jesus.” David knelt, pulling open Somerton’s shirt. His skin was clammy, his pulse thready. “He’s not a soldier. Not an operative. He’s not built for this.”

			“No,” Uri agreed, “he’s not. That’s why he’ll break, and why we need you.”

			David glanced at the man and back at the team. “And why exactly did you bring him here, and not to a hospital?”

			Uri’s expression turned serious. “We believe Somerton is handling financial logistics for Adrian Kessler. He’s one of Kessler’s key money men, funneling capital through subsidiaries to fund terror cells and destabilization efforts. We needed him alive for interrogation and access to his cyber data. We also need him terrified and uncertain of what has occurred.”

			“He’s a bit unstable; we likely overdid the drug dosage. He’s not as physically resilient as we’d anticipated, and we need you to keep him alive and return him to the status of a cooperating guest,” Uri repeated.

			Rebecca then spoke for the first time, her tone calm and authoritative. “We’re going to make him look like a sellout. We’re going to convince him that when Kessler finds out about this meeting tonight and that Somerton was with men who were Mossad agents, Kessler will fear he’s compromised and want him dead for possibly betraying him. We want him confused, angry, and to turn on Kessler.”

			David remembered hearing her name before. Now he understood—she was a specialist in profiling and psyops, her methods effective but controversial, even among Mossad’s own ranks. Rumors followed her like a persistent shadow, especially the one about a captured Palestinian terrorist who, after a single session with Rebecca, had taken his own life in his cell. The cause of death was officially suicide, but whispers claimed it was her ruthless psychological deconstruction that had pushed him beyond the brink. Even within Mossad, there were those who feared her.

			David frowned, piecing it together. “And you need me to revive him for this deception.”

			Uri gave him an approving nod. “Exactly. We want him to wake up, preferably in a panic.”

			Eitan added “We need him petrified. The adrenaline and confusion will do most of the work. We’re planting the idea that he’s been marked, that if he doesn’t cooperate, Kessler will finish the job. That kind of fear tends to loosen tongues; we want him to not only share intelligence with us, but to now rely on us.”

			David glanced at the cart they’d wheeled in, loaded with syringes, Narcan, IVs, and a host of other drugs. They also had compact monitoring equipment for pulse ox, ECG, and blood pressure.

			Uri just smirked. “Your mission, should you graciously accept it….”

			David gave him a flat look. “Don’t start with the movie quotes.”

			With a resigned sigh, David snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves and examined Somerton, who had a weak pulse and was barely breathing.

			“He got lucky, you bringing him here. This stuff isn’t typically administered to people.”

			Eitan held Somerton steady while David administered Narcan. He gave him oxygen through a mask and started an IV. He had attached a pulse ox, EKG leads, and a blood pressure cuff. Somerton’s vital signs were stable but depressed. Slowly, the measurements improved, and Somerton slightly stirred.

			David was distraught that a civilian had been involved in these spy games and that he was enabling the abduction. There was almost no conversation. Eitan stood off to the side, arms folded, saying nothing. Uri stepped forward, but David held out a hand. “Not yet.”

			More than an hour or so later, with a strangled gasp, Somerton jerked, sitting partially upright, his eyes darting around the room in raw, primal panic. He tried to speak but only managed a gurgle through the oxygen mask. He clawed at it weakly.

			David gently removed it. “You’re alright. You’re safe. Try to breathe slowly.”

			Somerton blinked, confused. His hands trembled as they gripped the edge of the couch. “Where—where am I?”

			Uri approached, eyes narrowed and deliberate. “You had a reaction. Something in the dessert, probably. You collapsed. We brought you here to recover.” He then clapped David on the shoulder. “You’re a magician, doc. He looks better already. Now we start to wake him up and see if fear makes him talk.” With a smirk, he quietly whispered, “See, you’re a Doctor again, not just a spy.”

			Throughout this intervention, David’s internal turmoil simmered beneath his calm clinical exterior. The act of having his medical expertise used as an assist for psychological manipulation gnawed at his conscience. Yet, he rationalized, the information extracted could dismantle a network funding nefarious activity, potentially saving countless lives. This rationalization, however, offered only a modicum of solace as he navigated the murky waters where his dual allegiances to medicine and espionage converged.

			More verbal deception began. David watched, but with increasing moral conflict. They told Somerton that they were indeed Mossad agents, and Kessler would have probably recognized them when they picked him up at his office building before going to dinner.

			“Oh my God,” Somerton screamed. “Kessler! He knows! He knew I was meeting with you. Before now, I didn’t know who you were. I thought I was helping to expand the company’s business. Oh my God, how can I explain this to him? Sure, I wanted to meet with you, but…”

			David kept his face impassive, hiding his surprise at how easily Somerton bought the setup.

			Uri leaned over him. “Stay calm. You’re alive and safe now. Kessler obviously has found out about your situation, so we got to you just in time.”

			Somerton whimpered, eyes wide and unfocused. “You say he…now he’ll kill me?”

			Uri nodded gravely. “You’re lucky to be alive. We’ve saved you; you must have had an allergic reaction to whatever you ate.” It was a poor attempt at deception, but maybe it would confuse him further.

			“Greg, now you need to help us if you want our continued support. You’re compromised. We need information. Let’s trade. We need to know where he’s hiding. If he’s targeting you, you’re not safe anywhere,” Uri said.

			Somerton shuddered, his mind likely too foggy and terrified to resist. Rebecca watched from the side of the room and whispered directions in Uri’s ear. The drugs and psychological trauma she had created had gotten him to speak. She was the one orchestrating the mind manipulation.

			Somerton suddenly spoke. “Zurich…he’s in Zurich. He’s got a safe house there. Another one is in Vienna. He won’t trust anyone now!”

			Uri gave a satisfied nod as Somerton began sobbing, overwhelmed and broken. The gambit had worked. Kessler’s operation might now begin to unravel, one terrified accountant at a time. David, however, felt guilt since he was part of the charade

			After Somerton was further stabilized and had rested, they gave him a laptop and told him to access the files and accounts from his office.

			Initially, as he cleared his head, he still seemed reluctant. But fearing that Kessler would indeed try to kill him, and his only hope lay with his new protectors, he agreed. While nervously typing on the laptop, Somerton explained that he used a login system he had devised himself.

			He keyed in a coded IP address, and a login screen appeared with a single prompt: “password.” His hands trembled as he entered it from memory. A ten-digit code flashed on the screen. He scribbled it down, signed out, then reconnected through a second IP address. This time, a new screen appeared, a sixty-second timer already ticking down. He typed in the code, then leaned toward the oval glow beside the camera as the system scanned his face. Only then did the final gateway unlock, granting him access to the hidden site.

			With access to some of Kessler’s files now available, Uri’s team began to examine the treasure trove of documents and emails. Somerton remained in the house as a precaution. David felt compelled to check in on his patient during the night and once more in the morning. When he was confident that Somerton had recovered, he resumed his daily activities at work.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18. 
We Need to Talk

			During his captivity, Greg Somerton had not been physically tortured, but the psychological strain had been relentless. Nearly one week of persistent interrogations, confinement, nothing to do but watch television, and increasing dread had left him desperate for freedom. Now, gripping the wheel of the loaned silver Toyota, he felt both relief and a gnawing unease as he merged onto I-76 near the 30th Street ramp in Philadelphia. Rain hammered the windshield, turning the worn concrete into a slick, reflective hazard. The dashboard clock read 7:47 p.m..

			He glanced nervously into the rearview mirror, noting the persistent headlights trailing him since he’d left New Hope. Somerton wiped a sweaty palm on his trousers. His phone buzzed continually. A text preview flashed. Pick up your phone! WE NEED TO TALK. Somerton stared at it. Friend, enemy, he wasn’t certain? Panic surged, clouding his judgment.

			His mind churned relentlessly. He had done what they asked. Exposed Bancroft. Betrayed Kessler. But each mile away from New Hope only increased his anxiety. Was this freedom, or had he merely exchanged one cage for another?

			He had no idea who to trust fully. When he had accepted the dinner with the “investors,” he had a small hope, perhaps a fantasy, that they might not be who they claimed. Maybe they were really from some governmental agency. Perhaps he could cut a deal with them and save his hide. If it had really been just an investment meeting, he would have signed up some new clients and secured additional funding sources for the firm. Either way, he might win. Now, that was all in the past.

			He had provided Uri and his team with everything they demanded, offering an incredible amount of data from Bancroft Industries. He explained to Uri that his involvement wasn’t intentionally malicious. He’d been coerced, feared losing his job, and felt the growing dread of physical harm. It was too late when he realized the accounts were tied to extremist entities flagged by Treasury watch lists. When he raised concerns internally, the anonymous threats began.

			Somerton’s life at Bancroft was undoubtedly over. He feared that Kessler now considered him a liability marked for elimination. But maybe, just maybe, the downloads he had completed for Uri would end this nightmare.

			The headlights behind him grew closer, moving from the left lane to match his speed. Somerton swallowed the lump in his throat and pressed the accelerator. His speedometer was creeping past seventy. For a heartbeat, the rain seemed to pause with sound and motion suspended. Then there was a deceptive stillness as the black Lexus SUV surged alongside him.

			It’s passenger window was lowered. Somerton caught sight of a gun’s muzzle. His side window shattered. He wasn’t hit. Reacting instinctively, he jerked the wheel sharply to the right. His Toyota fishtailed, hydroplaning violently on the slick asphalt. Overcorrecting in desperation, Somerton sent the car into a wild spin.

			Time slowed. Images flooded his mind—mundane mornings at the office, casual drinks with friends, his sister’s last birthday party. He hadn’t told her he loved her in ages. As his Toyota flipped violently through the air, Somerton realized too late how trivial his fears had been compared to what truly mattered—his sister’s smile, her family he’d neglected. His last conscious thought was a wrenching regret. Why had he ever let fear rule his life?

			The Toyota crashed violently into the guardrail. The seatbelt tore into his chest, jolting him forward. Another collision, even harsher, followed immediately. The Lexus had rammed his car from behind, sending it airborne and flipping it onto the median. Metal screeched and glass shattered as the vehicle barrel-rolled twice before coming to rest upside down, wheels spinning uselessly in the rain.

			His trembling hand reached toward the phone, then fell still. Forevermore, Greg Somerton remained motionless. The Lexus SUV idled momentarily, brake lights flickering red through the downpour. It reversed quickly, tires hissing on the wet street, speeding off into the darkness.

			~

			Later, Uri and his agency would uncover what triggered this disaster. The breach wasn’t from faulty login credentials. Somerton had passed all standard authentication protocols, including facial scans, voice biometrics, and passcode sequences. Yet, deep beneath the surface, the Bancroft servers detected subtle behavioral anomalies. Sluggish keystrokes, hesitant mouse movements, and unusual search patterns signaled impairment or duress. 

			Unit 8200, the Israeli Defense Forces’ largest and most prominent signals intelligence unit, confirmed that Bancroft’s sophisticated cybersecurity program had immediately flagged Somerton’s login. The system generated an urgent anomaly alert that went directly to Adrian Kessler’s security team.

			The Zurich server flagged Somerton’s login as originating from Bucks County, Pennsylvania—a static IP address from a residential-grade network. This was unlike his usual activity from lower Manhattan or Zurich.

			In a stark office overlooking the Limmat River in Zurich, Adrian Kessler was immediately informed. He reviewed the alert, behavioral deviation, with detached precision, his index finger tapping rhythmically—a subtle tic betraying his meticulous, ruthless nature.

			Access from Bucks County, Pennsylvania. Facial recognition confirmed. Kessler muttered quietly, “Too erratic. Too close to the fire.” He slid the tablet toward his chief of operations. “Activate the local team. Contain and resolve. No trace.”

			As ordered, Kessler’s people had been patiently waiting in southeastern Pennsylvania for nearly a week. A surveillance team dispatched quietly from Chicago had operated discreetly out of two safe houses, first near King of Prussia and then moving near Doylestown. Through sophisticated hacking, they’d carefully monitored facial recognition systems and roadway CCTV cameras, waiting for the precise moment Somerton might resurface. Now, as he passed through a toll plaza, they had their confirmation.

			No doubt, Greg Somerton had hoped desperately for redemption, freedom, a chance to reclaim his life. This was not to be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19. 
SkyHigh Lounge 

			Inside the SkyHigh Lounge of the Four Seasons Hotel in Philadelphia, the atmosphere was refined and hushed. The Norman Foster-designed space soared with 40-foot glass walls that showed off an unparalleled view from the city’s tallest building. A mirrored ceiling reflected the glittering skyline. Stylish ivory lounge chairs and marble-topped tables were arranged in intimate clusters, bathed in a low amber glow that made the room feel like twilight even at night.

			David sat at a corner table, nursing a very fine Burgundy, he’d barely touched. His posture seemed outwardly calm, but every muscle was coiled tight with growing tension. Since Uri had asked to meet him in this exclusive setting, he sensed that the Mossad agent was trying to make amends. 

			Uri slid into the seat across from him with practiced ease, as if he were just another businessman ending a long day.

			“I got here as fast as I could,” David said under his breath, eyes flicking over Uri in a quick appraisal.

			Uri managed a curt nod.

			Uri’s presence was typically a reassuring calm confidence that steadied David’s nerves. Tonight, that wasn’t the case. He hadn’t seen Uri in person for well over a week, and now they met under urgent, grim circumstances. Uri had called David and informed him of the evening’s unfortunate events before he had even arrived.

			The Mossad agents in the car following Somerton had already phoned Uri. What was to have been a meeting between Uri and Somerton was now just with David. The unexpected death of Greg Somerton hung between them like a specter.

			A chase car authorized by Uri as backup had indeed been following Somerton, but it was too far behind in the rain and traffic to do more than just observe. These agents had tried to call and text Somerton several times on the phone they’d provided, but he hadn’t responded. They saw what they feared was a vehicle tailing Somerton. They wanted to get him to safety. Now they could only report the unfortunate accident and death. Greg Somerton had become their new informant, a mild-mannered financial analyst who was coerced first by Kessler and then by them. Somerton had confirmed links between local charity fronts and a pipeline of money leading to extremist groups and activities. Now he was gone.

			Uri looked at David and leaned forward. “I’m glad you could meet me. I am aware that your involvement has left you with a lingering sense of guilt. But David, you saved him…we are the ones who overdosed him. Unfortunately, he’s dead. They made it look like a traffic accident on I-76. The driver who hit him fled. There’s no surveillance footage at all.”

			David, still distressed, muttered, “Yeah, I saved him only to have him get killed.”

			Uri paused, scanning David’s face. “We botched this one.”

			David closed his eyes briefly, a swell of sadness, anger, and guilt crashing over him. Why was he so affected by this news? Perhaps because he knew Somerton was only a pawn. A weak man who had been coerced into doing bad things against his will. David could justify the consequences of a soldier or trained agent being involved, but this guy was just a sad individual caught up in a situation well beyond his control.

			David opened his eyes and realized his hand had tightened around his glass, knuckles white. “They must have realized that he was feeding us information.”

			They continued speaking softly. Even with soft jazz playing and well-heeled guests murmuring at other tables…one could never be too cautious.

			Uri gave a slight nod. “We think when Somerton was accessing information for us on the computer, he inadvertently hit a hidden trip wire. This triggered Kessler’s response. He’s cleaning house. He nearly bested us in London. Now he’s struck here.”

			For a moment, neither man spoke. David gazed out at the twinkling skyline. It struck him that down in those streets were countless unsuspecting people going about their normal Friday night, unaware of the dark plots unfolding in the shadows. What am I doing? How has it come to this? One year ago, he’d been just a physician. Respected at the hospital. Content with his research and clinical work. Now he was increasingly entangled in international espionage, perched in a penthouse lounge trading whispers about terrorists with an operative from a foreign country. He felt guilty because he had been instrumental in assisting them in their botched treatment of Somerton. He was no longer just providing medical care in the shadows, off the books. By any medical board evaluation, he was tangentially complicit in assisting in an unethical practice.

			Uri leaned forward, drawing David back to the moment. “David, listen…we all regret what has happened, but we have to regroup. Somerton was our key link to Kessler’s U.S. financing. Without him—” He stopped, noticing David’s distant stare. “Are you with me?” Uri’s tone was soft but carried an edge.

			David blinked, focusing on the here and now. “I’m sorry,” he sighed, “I’m just… processing.” He was far more distracted than he should be, and Uri’s concerned frown only confirmed it. In the silence that followed, David realized he’d been lost in thought, even before Uri arrived.

			“Processing?” Uri repeated, almost to himself. David absorbed Eil’s steady gaze. “David, if your head isn’t in this, say so. This will only get more dangerous from here.”

			There it was, the question hanging unspoken between them for months, finally voiced. Are you in or out, if we need you in the future? His defensiveness spiked.

			“I’ve delivered for you all year, haven’t I?” he replied, keeping his voice even. “Every time you needed medical intel or assistance, or a door opened with my credentials, I was there. I’ve risked my career for this.” He hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but fatigue and grief were warping his tone.

			Uri didn’t flinch. “Yes. Yes, you have. Mossad and I are grateful. You have also done a great service for your country, although they are unaware.”

			The way he said it was factual, devoid of the warmth a friend might offer. In this setting, Uri was chiefly a handler, a conduit to the agency David had been working to assist. Still, Uri’s eyes softened a touch. “No one doubts your dedication, David. I don’t. I need to be sure if you can keep going, should we need you.”

			David looked down, ashamed of his outburst. His reflection in the polished tabletop met his gaze. He barely recognized himself. “I don’t know,” he confessed quietly. “This double life…It’s wearing me down, Uri.” He swallowed, deciding to let some of the truth out. “I haven’t been myself recently. I fear that colleagues are noticing. During a procedure last week, I caught myself losing focus...Thank God nothing happened, but…” He trailed off, the implication clear. A mistake in his medical work could cost a patient’s life.

			Uri exhaled slowly and leaned back, his expression a mix of sympathy and resolve. “We all have our limits,” he conceded. “You’ve been balancing a lot––more than we ever intended for you.” He lowered his voice further, though no one was near enough to overhear. “David, I’d known your father forever, and he was my closest friend. The time you spent with me in Israel was to help you develop into the confident and capable man that you’ve become. I had never envisioned you evolving into a spy. When Tel Aviv suggested that you be brought on, it was for analysis and liaison. We never wanted your medical duties to suffer. But things escalated.” Uri spread his hands, a rare gesture of frustration from the usually unflappable agent. “Kessler escalated. And you…you had so many unique skills that we couldn’t ignore.”

			David knew the rationale. As a physician and an American with Israeli roots, he was an ideal asset in certain circles. He was able to offer medical assistance if needed, move in academic and medical environments, attend international conferences, and gather tidbits of intel under the guise of scholarly collaboration. He was the perfect sayanim.

			He rubbed a hand over his face. “I can’t even look my chief resident in the eye anymore,” David admitted. “He covered for me twice this month when I disappeared on short notice, and I’m supposed to be training him. I told him it was a family emergency.” David let out a bitter chuckle. “I’m running out of excuses, and it feels wrong, Uri. All of it. I took an oath to heal, to do no harm. I’m an American citizen—I should be saving American lives, not…” he stopped, catching himself before he said not serving a foreign agency on American soil. The words hung unsaid, but they both understood the implication.

			Uri’s eyes hardened slightly. “You think you’re betraying your country?” he asked, voice kept deliberately neutral. David shifted uncomfortably.

			“Aren’t I?” he said. “I’m feeding intel to Mossad without telling my government. I’m compromising my duties at a U.S. hospital. And I’m concerned I’ll be placed in unethical situations. It feels like a betrayal, yes.” There. He’d said it. David’s heart thumped; voicing it aloud made the transgression painfully clear.

			A silence fell. Uri broke it gently. “David, look at me.”

			David lifted his gaze from the table. “You are not betraying America. We’re all on the same side in this, whether it’s official or not. You think the CIA or FBI would turn away help stopping a radiological bomb or terror threat because of jurisdiction?” Uri shook his head. “Kessler is a threat to everyone. The information we obtain is shared, in part, with U.S. agencies when we can do so without exposing essential operational details. That includes your involvement. You know that.”

			David did know that, at least he believed he did. Still, the covert nature and murky ethics of it all gnawed at him.

			“I believe in Israel’s right to defend itself,” David said quietly. “That’s why I agreed to help you in the first place. I told myself it was all towards protecting innocents—Israeli, American, anyone.” He managed a faint, weary smile. “Playing the hero, right?” His smile faded. “But lately I wonder if I’m just fooling myself. Perhaps I’m in over my head, and I’ll end up doing more harm than good. I can’t deny that at first it was exciting and fun. It seemed a natural extension of all the years of unique training and experience I’d had. I’ve enjoyed the conferences that I suspect you helped arrange for me. I appreciate the assistance with my career publications. But now I’m very uncertain.” His voice cracked on the last word. David hadn’t intended to pour out so much, but the dam had broken. A year’s worth of anxiety and moral tension trembled in the air between him and Uri.

			Like a priest, Uri absorbed David’s confession in silence. The older man’s face was almost unreadable, but his eyes betrayed a hint of compassion. “David, I can’t make this choice for you,” he said at length. “You’re a volunteer, not a paid operative. You always have been. If you need to step away—”.

			“No.” David interrupted, surprising himself. The thought of stepping away, of returning to a simpler life and letting someone else handle this mess had tempted him often in sleepless nights. But now, as he truly imagined walking away, he realized how deeply he was involved. “I can’t just walk off. Not with Kessler still out there. Not after Somerton.” He drew a breath, sitting up straighter. “I’m just telling you I’m…I’m struggling, Uri. I won’t lie. But I won’t quit. I can’t.” As he said it, a surge of resolve steadied his voice. Right or wrong, he was in this until the end; his conscience would not let him abandon the mission, even if it was tearing him apart.

			Uri regarded David for a long moment, then gave a single firm nod. “Alright. Understood.” A subtle relief touched Uri’s features. “Then we need to refocus and make a new plan.” He glanced around reflexively, then leaned in. “We lost our lead in Somerton, but we haven’t lost everything he gave us.” Uri lowered his voice. “He passed some records to our side before he was killed. Bank transfers, shell company papers. We’re combing through them now, but it’ll take time.”

			With their conversation over, Uri settled the bill. They gave each other an embrace and left, going separately into the night.

			~

			Another weekend passed, and David realized that his current life still wasn’t working for him psychologically. Perhaps a complete change of scenery and a new environment would help him gain perspective and a fresh start. He discussed this with Uri at another meeting, and his mentor agreed, saying he’d see what he could help arrange. He came through.

			A new opportunity arose. Cornell Medical Center in Manhattan made him an offer—a role that blended clinical practice, cutting-edge research, and a prestigious teaching position—and David knew it was time to make the leap. The day he decided to move from Philadelphia to New York City felt like closing one chapter and diving headfirst into another. His years in Philadelphia had been formative. More recently, they involved balancing his dual life as a respected interventional radiologist and an occasional covert asset for Mossad.

			 Over a craft beer from a local brewery in his New Hope home, David informed Uri of his plans. Uri, pragmatic as always, encouraged him. Then, with a twinkle in his eye, he said, “Besides, it will be easier for you to fly to London from there, should you wish to visit a certain young lady.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 20. 
New York, New York

			New York suited David perfectly. It was fast-paced, intense, and bustling with ambition. It was a city that never slept, much like his own restless mind. He chose an apartment co-op in Carnegie Hill on the Upper East Side, drawn by its historic charm and proximity to both work and Central Park for early-morning runs. The pre-war building had high ceilings, marble floors, and a discreet doorman who vetted visitors without appearing overtly suspicious. David’s unit occupied the top floor, offering a skyline view, a blend of classic and modern that matched his layered existence. After consulting briefly with Uri, David installed a reinforced steel door and a discreet security system, but otherwise kept the home welcoming and understated. He was determined not to let excessive caution convert his home into a fortified safe-house and intrude on the comfort and relaxation of his new life.

			Several months later, it was finally time for Romi to visit. They had maintained daily texts and occasional FaceTime chats despite conflicting schedules. Now the exciting day had arrived. David stood by his apartment window, looking up at the sky, and pictured Romi somewhere over the Atlantic. In his mind, her lips tested lines, quiet rehearsals for a hello and the kind of playful banter she liked to make look effortless. To the other passengers, she would appear perfectly composed. David knew better. He could picture the quickened spark in her eyes, the way she held her breath a fraction too long before releasing it. Beneath that calm exterior, he imagined the flutter of anticipation, the charged energy of someone on the edge of reunion.

			David arranged for a car service to pick Romi up at the airport so that he would have enough time to prepare for her arrival. He wanted everything to be perfect. He now hurried around the kitchen, making final preparations. The savory aroma of shakshuka filled the air, a comforting Israeli breakfast he perfected. Scheduled off from the hospital, David was eager to welcome her warmly. He chopped cilantro with surgical precision, brewing coffee in a French press for himself and proper British tea for Romi. A bouquet of fresh flowers, whose names eluded him, sat on the counter. She’d surely appreciate them and inform him of their names upon arrival.

			When the intercom buzzed, David practically sprinted to answer it. Moments later, Romi stood at his door, wheeling a chic Briggs and Riley suitcase. Her face brightened instantly. There she was, elegantly dressed in a navy wool coat, dark hair cascading softly, and blue eyes sparkling like sapphires, a vision that made David’s heart leap. He swept her into a hug before she could speak, inhaling the faint perfume and London chill still clinging to her. She laughed softly, melting months of distance. “Missed me, did you?” she teased, her accent a blend of American warmth and more recently acquired British polish.

			“Just a tad,” David deadpanned, grinning broadly. “Come in.” He took her coat and noticed subtle changes. A new hairstyle. A different shade of lipstick. He felt oddly pleased to have noticed each small detail.

			Romi eyed his bustling kitchen approvingly. “Shakshuka? Proper tea? Who are you, and what have you done with my boyfriend? David Levi doesn’t cook; he orders takeout.” David held up his hands, playful. “Careful, Romi, you’ll ruin future surprises.” He gestured toward the suitcase, mock-serious. “Did you pack all of London?”

			She rolled her eyes dramatically. “Just enough to conquer New York.”

			Over breakfast, they settled at the dining table overlooking a rainy skyline, effortlessly shifting between playful banter and deeper reflections. Romi briefly described her latest high-stakes merger project and joked about British work-life balance.

			“New York finance is more intense,” Romi admitted, gesturing with bread. “Londoners actually use vacation days. Imagine!”

			David smirked. “I’m grateful to the Queen—err, King—for teaching you Brits proper relaxation.”

			She kicked him lightly under the table. “Enough monarchy jokes. One client actually asked if I’ve had tea with the King.”

			“Have you?” David quipped, deadpan.

			She laughed, shaking her head.

			After breakfast, curled on the couch with coffee and tea, David felt profoundly comfortable. Romi fit seamlessly into his space, transforming it from beautiful to genuinely warm. “I wish you could stay longer,” he murmured.

			Romi sighed softly, looking up at him. “Me too. I hate living out of suitcases.” She hesitated. “Imperial College Hospital would love to have you in London. We could…” She trailed off, leaving the suggestion hanging delicately between them.

			David’s chest tightened. He wanted that dearly, but his commitments, both overt and covert, bound him to New York. Gently, he replied, “I’m close to something important here. My work…it matters to me.”

			She smiled, sympathetic yet worried. “Dr. Levi, iconoclast of medical tech. I read the recent Times piece.”

			David groaned lightly. “They painted me as a mad scientist.

			“Brilliant, eccentric, but not entirely mad,” Romi corrected softly. “But brilliance doesn’t keep you warm at night.”

			David pulled her closer, whispering an apology laced with hope and uncertainty. They promised not to let heavy conversations overshadow their limited time together.

			The next evening, they attended “MJ the Musical” on Broadway. It enchanted Romi, and David found himself equally captivated, not only by the performance but by Romi’s excitement. The night unfolded with laughter and banter as they walked home, discussing the performance and comparing dances humorously.

			“My Irish dancing is precise, rhythmic taps, performed vertically. Your Kazatsky involves emotional squatting. You guys need to stand up more,” Romi teased, eyes sparkling.

			David laughed freely. At home, while David brewed espresso, Romi prepared a cup of Earl Grey tea.

			She admired his stylish Kiton blazer, joking, “Did your doorman style you?”

			“Upscale affectation, it’s mandatory training for New Yorkers,” David replied smoothly.

			“You look lethal drinking espresso,” she remarked affectionately.

			“Lethal elegance, an interesting word choice,” he echoed, raising his cup.

			The following day was a romantic montage—shared umbrellas on Fifth Avenue, Romi marveling at storefront displays, and playful moments over pizza. Romi initially insisted on using utensils just to tease him. David, feigning horror, showed her the proper New Yorker’s fold-and-bite technique. She tried, but the result was sauce splattering onto her blouse. Laughing, David helped her clean up amid playful protests.

			That night, cuddled under covers, Romi murmured contentedly, “Days like today feel real. Like we actually have a normal life together.”

			David kissed her gently. “We will. One day, this won’t be just a visit; it’ll be our life.”

			“Really?” She smiled knowingly. “You’re brilliant, David, but a terrible liar.”

			“Ouch.” He winced playfully.

			She propped herself up. “Give me hope. Maybe you’ll take that London offer, or I’ll find something here…something.”

			David wanted desperately to promise her, but reality restrained him. He knew she would shortly be headed back to London. “We’ll find a way,” he assured gently.

			She relaxed into his embrace. “Alright then,” she whispered. They fell asleep to the steady beat of two hearts fighting quietly to stay together, savoring every precious, fleeting moment.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21. 
Anatomy of a Fight

			When David needed to clear his head, he trained at a gritty MMA gym in Brooklyn. Each training session was purposeful, not merely for fitness, but for readiness for whatever unpredictable demands life might throw at him next. Years of rigorous practice had granted him a deceptive casual grace, useful whether sparring in a cage or navigating a demanding hospital shift. There was a comforting familiarity in the sweat and exertion, reminding him that mastery of medicine and martial arts alike required discipline, patience, and constant repetitive preparation.

			David braced his back against the chain-link fence of the cage, sweat dripping from his brow onto the rubber mat. The dimly lit mixed martial arts gym smelled of sweat, aged leather, and adrenaline. Around him, fighters and trainers hollered advice and encouragement.

			For this match, David’s opponent, Chuck, was a muscular amateur with tattooed arms and a shaved head. He stood six feet one, weighing 210 pounds, forty pounds more than David. But in this type of gym, which simulated real life on the streets, opponents weren’t always matched by size and weight. Outcomes were based on ability. Chuck charged forward with a roar, swinging a fierce right hook. 

			Time seemed to slow as David’s trained eyes tracked the punch’s arc, mentally overlaying an anatomical diagram onto the man’s body. He observed the tension in his opponent’s shoulder muscles. The slight twist of his torso exposed unprotected ribs. The visible pulse in the neck. In a split second, David assessed each countermove’s effectiveness. A sidestep left could set up a liver strike, painful but non-lethal and highly effective. A duck and grapple for the legs might lead to a successful takedown, but risk a counter-guillotine choke. With practiced precision, he chose the first.

			Pivoting gracefully on his left foot, David allowed the hook to whistle past his cheek. Simultaneously, he delivered a short, explosive left roundhouse kick directly into his opponent’s flank, precisely targeting the liver. His foot connected solidly with a satisfying thud. Chuck’s eyes widened as pain and shock flashed across his face. The liver strike triggered a temporary physiological shutdown, a predictable yet devastating reaction that David understood. The powerful fighter crumpled to his knees, gasping for breath.

			Cheers erupted around the cage. Some praised David’s perfectly timed kick. Others groaned sympathetically for his opponent. David stepped back, hands raised defensively, heart pounding, mind clear.

			“Nice kick, Doc!” shouted his coach, a wiry former professional fighter with a strong Brooklyn accent.

			David offered his hand to his fallen opponent, who accepted it with a wry smile and a show of respect. 

			“Good shot,” the man wheezed, still catching his breath. “Thought you were psychic or something, hit me outta nowhere.”

			David offered a modest shrug and half-smile. “Just lucky, I guess,” he replied humbly, though a dry humor filled his thoughts: If only you knew I saw straight through to your liver like reading an X-ray.

			He patted the man’s shoulder reassuringly. “You’ll be fine. Just breathe; the pain fades quickly.” The physician in him was always present, even in combat. After confirming his opponent’s recovery, David stepped out of the cage.

			Toweling off, David appreciated the momentary mundanity of the gym atmosphere. The muffled rock music, the rhythmic thuds of punches landing on training pads, and the camaraderie he felt among these fighters brought a comforting normalcy. These men formed a casual brotherhood, built on mutual respect earned through sweat and determination. Here, David was simply “Doc,” the quiet guy with surprising moves, not Dr. Levi, the sometimes controversial physician, researcher, or covert Mossad asset. In this place, demonstrating skill and dedication were all that mattered.

			His phone buzzed inside his duffel bag. Expecting a routine message from the hospital, David retrieved it and instead saw a text from Romi: “Call me when you can. Miss you.” A warm smile crossed his face. Romi, now thousands of miles away, back in London, had a knack for finding him even in a gritty Brooklyn gym. Glancing around the exposed brick walls and neon Fight Farm Gym sign, he imagined her amused reaction to this rugged setting.

			The sophisticated finance professional would undoubtedly tease her cosmopolitan boyfriend about his basement fight club training. He chuckled softly at the thought.

			David quickly replied, “All good here. Will call in 30. Miss you too.” A familiar pang of longing arose. It had been two months since they last met face-to-face. Calls and texts bridged the distance, but it was never the same as holding her close.

			Another buzz interrupted his reflections, this one sending a sharp spike of adrenaline through his veins. It was an encrypted message from Uri: “Are you available to drop by tonight? Need your expertise. Something urgent.” David’s jaw tightened slightly, his alertness heightening instantly.

			Uri’s messages were never trivial. If his old Mossad friend was reaching out, tonight might involve critical decisions or tense scenarios at a Manhattan safe house. David remembered Uri’s constant refrain clearly: “Stay sharp, David. The body remembers what the mind prepares for.”

			David took a deep breath, feeling his left shoulder twinge from an earlier grapple. Closing his eyes briefly, he mentally shifted gears. He wiped sweat from his face and slung the duffel over his shoulder. Glancing into the gym’s cracked mirror, he saw himself clearly: lean, dark hair damp with sweat, a fresh bruise forming on his cheekbone. Just an ordinary thirty-something in athletic gear, yet the intensity he felt within was likely revealed in his eyes. He forced a grin at his reflection, echoing his coach’s frequent joke, “Not bad for a nerdy doctor.”

			Stepping out into the cool night, David felt ready for whatever challenge awaited him next, his heart and mind equally prepared for the battlegrounds ahead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22. 
Safe House

			David climbed the narrow staircase of an unremarkable brownstone in the East Village. Past midnight, the city’s noise had muted to a distant hum. He stopped at the third floor and knocked rhythmically—two quick, two slow, one quick. Multiple locks clicked, and the door opened slightly, revealing Uri’s wary eye as recognition quickly dawned.

			“Baruch haba,” Uri said softly, Hebrew for “welcome.” David slipped inside, and Uri swiftly bolted the door behind him. 

			The safe house was sparse and utilitarian. A worn sofa, a desk cluttered with phones and laptops. Surveillance operations, meticulously pinned to the wall, suggested recent intensive activity.

			Uri took in David’s duffel and tired eyes. “Long day at the hospital?” Uri asked, gesturing toward the couch.

			David shrugged, dropping the bag. “A normal shift, two emergency consults, and a gym session—nothing I couldn’t handle.”

			Uri poured two glasses of water, efficient in his movements. His eyes held a hint of humor.”

			Your expertise is needed tonight, Doctor.” He motioned toward the small bedroom. “Another patient awaits you.”

			David’s brow furrowed, following Uri into the bedroom without hesitation. On the narrow cot lay Avner, a junior Mossad agent David recognized from a prior brief meeting. Avner was pale. Grimacing in pain. His left thigh was bandaged and bloody. The coppery scent of blood immediately sharpened David’s clinical focus.

			“Stabbed,” Uri said. “Queen’s operation went bad. Couldn’t risk the hospital.”

			Despite Uri’s controlled demeanor, David noted the pulsing vein in his temple, proof of his genuine concern. Uri had a deeply personal regard for all of his operatives. David knelt, quickly donning sterile gloves.

			“Describe the weapon? Time elapsed?”

			“Standard knife. Six inches. Happened roughly two hours ago. Bleeding stopped. No arterial spurting visible,” Uri replied, watching anxiously.

			David examined the wound methodically. Deep, but likely it had spared the femoral artery. Still, he needed to address potential vascular or muscular damage promptly. “I need the medical bag,” he said calmly.

			Uri fetched it, and David withdrew the compact trauma kit. Uri hovered, providing tools and responding quietly to David’s clinical instructions.

			He instructed Avner, “Hold still.” With practiced precision, he administered lidocaine, repaired the wound, and stitched it expertly.

			“You’ll be fine,” he reassured Avner gently. “And now you’ll have a scar to impress people.”

			Avner managed a weak chuckle through clenched teeth. “A chick magnet?”

			David smiled lightly, “Absolutely.”

			As David finished, Uri explained softly, “Avner was undercover with an arms-dealing group connected to explosives. They got suspicious.”

			David glanced up briefly. “And the operation?”

			“Compromised,” Uri admitted regretfully. “But he’s alive. Thank you.”

			After dressing the wound and setting up IV fluids, David listed necessary antibiotics and ordered strict bed rest.

			Uri teased Avner lightly, his humor dry but affectionate. “Hear that? Bed rest, heroics forbidden. Ignore it and I’ll personally tie you down or shoot you.”

			Avner gave a faint grin. “Understood, sir. Thanks, Dr. Levi.”

			“You owe me nothing. Just heal,” David replied warmly, feeling satisfaction in aligning his roles of healer and protector.

			David retreated to the main room, where Uri poured himself two fingers of whiskey and handed one to him, which David declined, opting for a beer. Despite the late hour, they clinked glasses and toasted.

			“To ensuring our young friend sees another sunrise,” Uri said solemnly.

			They drank in companionable silence.

			Uri studied David thoughtfully. “How are you, motek?” The Hebrew endearment elicited a smile from David, as he remembered that his mother had lovingly called him that when he was a little boy.

			“Busy, my latest paper stirred things up.”

			“Believe it or not, I read the summary,” Uri replied, amused. “You enjoy kicking beehives.”

			David shrugged sheepishly. “If the hive needs kicking, I can’t publish lies. You know who helps compile some of that data.”

			Uri raised an eyebrow. “Your findings are bold. Governments dislike truths that complicate their narratives. Your nuanced recommendations caught the attention of important people, both medically and otherwise.”

			David chuckled softly. “Nuanced, a new favorite word?”

			Uri leaned forward earnestly. “Our community finds your perspective valuable. You’ve always bridged worlds.”

			David laughed lightly, deflecting seriousness. “Valuable? You make me sound like a rare commodity, a fine wine.”

			Uri smiled dryly. “Indeed, you’re like a rare champagne improving with pressure and age.”

			Their brief levity faded as Uri continued soberly, “Thanks for coming quickly. Balancing everything isn’t easy.”

			David met his gaze sincerely. “These young warriors risk their lives. I’ll always help. Anything new I should know?”

			Uri hesitated, unusual for him. “The Queens incident might be isolated, but something bigger is brewing. We may soon need your proactive insight or possible involvement.”

			“Connected to my research intel?” David guessed.

			Uri nodded gravely. Potentially radioactive materials are involved again. Early stages. Chatter is increasing.”

			A knock interrupted, three short raps. Uri reacted instantly, weapon drawn.

			David tensed as Uri asked sharply, “Mi ze?”

			“Yonatan,” came the muffled reply.

			Uri admitted the operative carrying a pizza box.

			“Next time, warn me,” Uri scolded lightly.

			“Sorry, urgent,” Yonatan explained quickly. “Recovered laptop indicates an upcoming transfer involving ‘special materials,’ possibly radioactive. Mentions ‘Cobalt’ and ‘London.’”

			David’s chest tightened instinctively, thoughts immediately flying to Romi in London. His pulse quickened with anxiety. Cobalt-60, a dangerous radioactive isotope commonly used in radiotherapy machines, would be devastating in a dirty bomb. He realized he couldn’t wait passively. He had to help. He was a bit surprised that the presumed terrorists had chosen cobalt rather than cesium, which was more readily available, had a longer half-life, and was easier to render into a powder form for delivery.

			Uri noticed David’s reaction, murmuring knowingly, “I know you have your reasons to worry about London. Perhaps it’s time for another academic conference there?”

			David nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve been feeling drawn back to London anyway. There’s unfinished business there.” He didn’t elaborate, but no doubt Uri understood that the memories of Tower Hamlets still lingered.

			Uri chuckled lightly. “At this rate, even British Intelligence will wonder if you’re secretly on their payroll.”

			David smiled despite his tension.

			Uri leaned closer, voice serious. “If you go to London, you won’t just be looking after Romi. You must watch your own back carefully. If they suspect anything, you’ll become a target too.”

			David thoughtfully considered the implications.

			Uri suggested pragmatically, “Imperial College still wants you for a lecture. Maybe reconsider their offer? Academia is always your best cover.”

			David sighed, accepting the plan’s wisdom. He stared into the pizza box as Uri handed him a slice, hunger overtaking his worry. 

			“If there is going to be an attack, we will stop it,” Uri reassured firmly. “Don’t worry, Romi will be fine.”

			He knew the everyday life he desired with Romi had to wait. Right now, David Levi, physician, fighter, occasional spy adjacent, had vital work to do. Romi remained unaware of his covert ties, and David resolved to protect her without pulling her into his complicated world.

			The small room’s walls seemed to press inward with urgency.

			Uri quietly spoke, breaking David’s reflection. “Remember, David, the most valuable things in life demand sacrifice. Just be careful, it’s not yourself you’re sacrificing.”

			David nodded solemnly, mind already on flight schedules and plausible covers. His path to London was now set, driven by duty and love.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23. 
Warrior’s Reflection

			Dawn broke over Manhattan with pale golden light, but inside the windowless basement dojo near Chinatown, time was marked only by the rhythm of deliberate breaths and the soft swish of fabric. David had arrived early, as he often did on weekends and occasionally on one weekday morning, seeking grounding through traditional martial arts. Kneeling in seiza on the tatami mats alongside a handful of fellow practitioners in crisp white gis, he felt calmness wash over him—a stark contrast to the threats and secrets of his outside world.

			At the front of the dojo stood Sensei Watanabe, a serene Japanese man in his seventies, with the posture and sharpness of a drawn sword. He was a cousin of Sensei Yamamoto, from David’s youth. They had just finished their morning meditation. The Sensei announced softly, “Today, we practice Kuzushi.” David translated silently, the art of unbalancing an opponent. It was a subtle skill, relying more on leverage and timing than strength. The practitioner identified the exact moment an opponent’s balance faltered, exploiting it decisively.

			They rose, pairing off. David faced Ken, a shaved-headed banker by day with a solid build and substantial martial arts experience. They bowed respectfully, taking grappling stances—Ken, stronger physically, launched with an overhand grab at David’s collar. Instead of direct resistance, David sidestepped fluidly, pivoting as Ken’s center of gravity shifted. He visualized Ken’s stance and spine alignment, recognizing the precise instant of vulnerability. Guiding Ken’s momentum with a firm hand, pulling on the elbow and applying gentle pressure at the hip, David effortlessly executed a controlled foot sweep, gently bringing Ken to the mat.

			Ken chuckled from the floor. “Nice one, Doc. Keep that up, and I’ll think you’re psychic.”

			David grinned, helping Ken up. “Physics, physiology, and probability, but no mind reading.”

			As they continued training, David’s thoughts wandered briefly to the principles of his double life. The stakes in the dojo were low, but the same principles applied in the world Uri had introduced him to—balance, keen observation, exploiting an adversary’s weakness at the critical moment. Unlike the dojo, however, the stakes in the field could be life or death.

			After the drills, Sensei Watanabe called for randori, free practice. Facing Ken again, they engaged in more dynamic sparring. Ken tried a leg sweep; David hopped aside and countered with a joint lock attempt, which Ken evaded.

			Suddenly, an image of Romi flashed vividly through David’s mind, breaking his concentration. London. Cobalt. Danger. His focus wavered for just a heartbeat, but it was enough. Instantly, Ken saw the opening, stepping into David’s momentary hesitation. A quick, powerful shove caught David off guard, nearly sending him sprawling. Only instinctive reflex and sheer luck allowed him to regain his footing, his breath quickening from shock.

			Ken paused, raising an eyebrow. “You good, Doc?”

			David nodded, forcing calm into his voice. “Fine, just lost focus. Let’s continue.” Internally, David felt shaken. That fleeting distraction had nearly cost him the match. It was a stark internal warning: letting emotions and fears cloud judgment could prove disastrous in more critical scenarios. He needed to regain his composure immediately.

			They resumed, and David baited Ken into an O-goshi hip toss. As Ken committed, David struck above his knee, buckling the leg and guiding him into an arm-bar. Sensei Watanabe clapped, ending the bout. David released him at once and helped him up. “You okay?” he asked.

			Ken rubbed his thigh, catching his breath. “Just stunned. You fight differently, Doc, like you’re seeing equations, not moves.”

			Before David could respond, Sensei Watanabe approached quietly, his authority evident even in silence. The room fell respectfully quiet. “Dr. Levi has developed a keen sense for vulnerabilities,” he acknowledged gently. “But remember, Levi-san, mastery isn’t just seeing weakness in others, it’s understanding your own.”

			David bowed his head respectfully. “Hai, Sensei. Wakarimashita.” Sensei Watanabe inclined his head thoughtfully. “Reflect carefully, Levi-san. Awareness of your vulnerabilities will guard you, especially when you embark on journeys that test your spirit and judgment.”

			After class, David stayed behind to tidy the dojo. As they worked, Watanabe spoke quietly. “Your mind seems troubled today.”

			David paused briefly, knowing honesty was best with his perceptive teacher. “Yes, Sensei. I have many things weighing on me—personal and professional.”

			The older man nodded knowingly. “When the mind is crowded, the spirit falters. Maintain your center. Understand clearly why you choose each path. You are preparing for more than physical challenges, I sense. You must carry clarity into every conflict, physical or otherwise.”

			David hesitated slightly. “I worry I might be letting emotions cloud my judgment, Sensei. Particularly about someone important to me, someone who may be at risk.”

			Watanabe placed a reassuring hand briefly on David’s shoulder. “Emotion is human, Levi-san. But emotion unchecked will disrupt balance. Your task is not to eliminate feelings but to channel them constructively. Protecting those we care about is noble; allowing fear to dictate our actions is dangerous.”

			David exhaled slowly, absorbing this wisdom. “Thank you, Sensei. Your guidance means much to me.”

			Watanabe smiled faintly. “Trust yourself. Remember the Kuzushi lesson—the best warriors win by maintaining their balance and unbalancing their opponent. But the greatest victory often comes from choosing when and how to act wisely.”

			Stepping onto Manhattan’s bustling streets, David pondered his Sensei’s advice deeply. He caught his reflection in a storefront window, a composed yet internally conflicted man carrying a gym bag, blending seamlessly into city life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24. 
Second London Conference

			Fortuitously, David had been invited to speak and participate in a panel at the prestigious Technological Futures conference in London. He hadn’t yet accepted, but now he knew that he must.

			His phone vibrated with a message from Romi. Thanks for texting me about your upcoming talk. Will I be hosting you in London soon? :)

			The cheerful message brought a smile, yet a sense of unease returned. The threat in London echoed past dangers. Why repeat old strategies, unless something deeper was at play? The threat of radioactive materials, dangerous and unaccounted for, haunted him. He worried for Romi’s safety and had a growing conviction that his particular insights might prove critical in thwarting a potential attack.

			Masking his deeper concerns, he replied to Romi, “Yes, I’ll be there very soon... looking forward to seeing you. I just confirmed my participation.

			He took a deep breath, centering himself and mentally preparing for London. He would go, fulfill his academic duties, quietly assess the threats, and help Uri if necessary. His goals remained clear. Protect Romi. Resolve lingering mysteries. Maintain internal and external balance. He was ready for whatever awaited, grounded by the wisdom imparted in the quiet dojo beneath Manhattan’s bustling streets.

			After a restful flight, he found himself aboard the Heathrow Express, speeding toward central London. Drizzle streaked the train windows, partially obscuring the city’s skyline emerging on the horizon. Jet lag tugged gently at his senses, but anticipation sharpened his focus.

			On his phone, distinct itineraries competed for attention. The detailed conference schedule, packed with sessions. Keynote addresses. A gala event. A cryptic note from Uri containing directions to a Mossad briefing at a safe flat in London. He wondered how these obligations would impact his time with Romi. The juxtaposition was unsettling, but David was familiar with navigating a life with multiple roles.

			Upon arrival, he bypassed the conference’s hotel, a luxurious tower near London’s financial district close to Romi’s office, choosing instead his favored Fitzroy in Bloomsbury. As he unpacked, he allowed himself to imagine a relaxing evening with Romi, strolling by the Thames, sharing a peaceful meal, and exchanging stories about their daily experiences while apart. He was going to carefully avoid any hint of espionage in their conversations, at least for now. 

			The conference’s opening ceremony, held later that afternoon in an opulent hall adorned with ornate chandeliers, was a notable event. International medical delegates mingled near rows of scientific posters, displayed in multiple languages. David noticed a few glances of recognition, some curious, others a bit wary. His last somewhat controversial presentation ensured his notoriety. Admired by some as a bold, insightful innovator. Criticized by a few as being dangerously provocative.

			An hour of polite networking left him yearning for fresh air. Outside, dusk settled over London, the crisp air clearing his head as he prepared mentally for his evening with Romi. A black cab pulled up, and he slid inside, providing the driver with Romi’s Mayfair address. He appreciated London’s black cab drivers; their rigorous training and encyclopedic knowledge of the city felt like a reassuring safeguard in a complex world.

			His phone buzzed, a secure message from Uri. Briefing tomorrow “0700 hours. 221B Temple Street.”

			David smiled briefly at the Sherlockian choice. “OK,” he replied succinctly.

			Romi awaited him outside her flat, radiant in a deep green dress beneath her camel coat. She practically leaped into his embrace. “You’re here! Finally!” Her enthusiasm warmed him instantly.

			“Couldn’t stay away,” he replied, holding her close. Their quick kiss felt like a promise.

			“You smell like airplane and hotel soap,” she teased gently.

			“It’s called Eau de Jet Lag. Very exclusive,” he joked back.

			At the cozy Michelin-starred restaurant Romi had chosen, soft jazz played beneath candlelight. They easily fell into familiar conversation, Romi sharing amusing office stories, especially about the American banker whose fashion faux pas had scandalized the office. Casual Fridays with baseball caps and athletic pants weren’t a “thing” here.

			David countered with humorous anecdotes from the conference, carefully omitting sensitive or concerning topics. He mentioned Sayre’s Law, stating: “The politics of academics is so intense because the stakes are so low,” and described an animated debate between two professors that nearly ended in spilled tea, earning a delighted laugh from Romi.

			Between courses, Romi leaned in thoughtfully. “It’s good seeing you like this. Relaxed, in your element. Even becoming famous,” she said, playfully needling him.

			He groaned softly. “Infamous might be more accurate.”

			Her expression grew earnest. “Seriously, David, I’m proud of you. You’re shaking things up in your field. It matters.”

			“Coming from a finance guru, I’ll take it,” he replied warmly.

			“Technological threats and public safety are not trivial subjects,” she remarked, studying him closely. “But sometimes I wonder if there’s more to these conferences of yours. You seem…different lately.” 

			David’s pulse quickened subtly. “Different how?”

			She hesitated. “Distracted. Like your mind is always somewhere else. Not just medicine or lectures.”

			He reached across to take her hand reassuringly. “Just the usual stresses,” he said lightly, though internally a pang of guilt had been stirred.

			After dinner, they strolled across Waterloo Bridge. The Thames flowed darkly below, city lights shimmering on the water. Romi shivered slightly, prompting David to wrap an arm around her.

			“Cold?” he asked softly.

			“A bit. But happy,” she responded, leaning comfortably into him.

			Back at her tastefully furnished flat, Romi insisted that David stay there instead of returning to the hotel. As she made him coffee, he glanced around at framed photos, artfully arranged on the mantle of the fireplace. Her high school graduation, a family gathering at the beach, and a picture of their college study group, he had since forgotten. He felt an unexpected yearning for a simpler future.

			Romi handed him a steaming cup. “Penny for your thoughts?” she asked softly.

			He smiled gently. “Just admiring the photos. How far we’ve come.”

			She wrapped an arm around his waist. “We have. Yet still juggling too much.”

			He met her serious gaze, promising earnestly, “I’ll block off time just for us. No interruptions.”

			They settled on the couch, London’s night skyline glittering beyond the windows. Contentment filled David, alongside a fierce determination. He sensed a looming threat. He was determined to ensure her safety at all costs.

			Eventually, jet lag claimed him, and they retired together.

			In the peaceful darkness, Romi murmured sleepily, “Almost feels like we live together.”

			He gently kissed her hair. “Almost. Someday soon.”

			She drifted to sleep quickly, while David lay awake, troubled. Something felt off. Although Uri had received increasing intel about an approaching terrorist event, repeating the mistakes of a failed previous attack didn’t make sense strategically. Frustration gnawed at him. The enemy was smarter than this; there had to be a piece missing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25. 
London Preparation

			Early the next morning, David rose quietly, careful not to disturb Romi. He dressed swiftly, preparing mentally for the clandestine briefing.

			At 6:45 a.m., London was gently waking. David had slipped from Romi’s flat, leaving a brief note on her pillow: “Had to prep early at the conference. See you this afternoon. Love, D.” It wasn’t entirely false. He did have responsibilities at the conference, just not ones she’d anticipate. He hated leaving without explanation. Keeping her uninvolved was paramount.

			He took the Tube, then walked through quiet morning streets to the safe flat at 221B Temple Street, a modest building above a shuttered tailor’s shop. David smiled faintly at Uri’s chosen address, acknowledging the subtle humor. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle would be proud, but Uri would be even happier if he could have secured a location on Baker Street. David pressed the buzzer three times, then twice as instructed. The door clicked open.

			Inside, the flat was sparse and functional, minimally furnished, with closed curtains casting the room in shadow. Uri stood waiting alongside Yonatan, Rafi, and a serious-looking woman with cropped blonde hair whom David had previously met. Uri greeted him warmly, gripping his shoulder firmly and offering him coffee.

			“Morning, Sherlock,” David quipped, accepting a cup.

			“Good morning, Dr. Watson,” Uri replied dryly. “Sorry to pull you from what I’m sure was a comfortable sleep.” Uri’s knowing expression suggested he was fully aware David hadn’t spent the night alone.

			He quickly made introductions. “Agent Rebecca Halevi. She’s our psyops specialist, I believe you know her. If we capture anyone alive today, she’ll obtain crucial intel rapidly.”

			Rebecca stepped forward confidently, shaking David’s hand firmly. They exchanged brief smiles.

			Uri quickly turned serious. “David, the chatter involving cobalt and London is troubling. But something feels off. Repeating an earlier failed attack isn’t logical.”

			David nodded vigorously. “Exactly what I thought. It doesn’t add up. They wouldn’t risk another failure.”

			Uri considered carefully. “We suspect it might be a deliberate distraction. Keep us looking here while something else unfolds elsewhere. Maybe it’s even a more sophisticated attack than we expect.”

			David frowned deeply. “We need better intelligence.”

			“We’re working on it,” Uri assured. “Meanwhile, just keep your eyes open at the conference. People will talk freely around you. Use that.”

			David sighed. “Understood.”

			They gathered around a table scattered with surveillance photos and documents. Rafi pointed to schematics on his laptop. Uri began immediately. “The sting that injured Avner opened a larger puzzle. Coded communications mentioned ‘Cobalt,’ ‘London,’ and a specific date, tomorrow, coinciding with your conference’s close.”

			David felt a cold wave. “A dirty bomb?”

			Uri nodded gravely. “Cobalt-60, likely sourced from stolen medical radiotherapy equipment. Thefts have been recorded in several small Eastern European cities, but they have not been officially reported. We suspect a splinter terrorist cell is aiming to spread radioactive contamination in central London to terrorize and disrupt. Targets are uncertain, but transport hubs or crowded tourist areas seem most probable.”

			Rebecca offered her input. “We identified Farooq Al-Masri—a rogue physicist with extremist connections—spotted recently in London. We suspect he’s involved in constructing this device.”

			Uri motioned toward David. “Your expertise here is invaluable. If we locate the bomb or probable suspects, we hope you’ll advise us of any immediate radiological risks. Additionally, your anonymity makes you invaluable.”

			David nodded resolutely. “Understood. But ideally, we prevent activation entirely.”

			Uri agreed. “Precisely. Tonight, we’ll investigate a suspicious warehouse near Greenwich. Activity suggests it could be their base. British security forces are overwhelmed with other ongoing threats; unofficially, they’re allowing our operation to proceed since they are focused on what they consider higher probability targets.”

			David felt the weight settle onto his shoulders again. “I’ll be ready.”

			Uri checked his watch. “Tonight, around ten o’clock, after your conference events. Can you manage?”

			“I’ll make it work,” David confirmed.

			Later that morning, David returned swiftly to the conference, smoothly fulfilling moderator duties.

			At midday, he briefly called Romi.

			“Hey, conference star, how are you doing?” she asked.

			“Surviving,” David replied lightly. “Dinner tonight?”

			“Early dinner sounds perfect. I’ll be home by six.”

			“See you then,” he promised, guilt biting at his conscience.

			At the conference, David’s presentation built upon his prior research. He introduced new findings on psychological and economic responses to potential radiation threats, such as recent studies demonstrating the exaggerated public panic and the ensuing governmental response.

			During his presentation, he noticed audience reactions varying dramatically. Faces he recognized from the opening session of the conference the day before dotted the front rows. A German scientist frowned skeptically and muttered to his neighbor. In contrast, a British public health official listened with steady focus, filling a page with notes. A young Japanese researcher leaned forward, intrigued. Two American colleagues traded a questioning glance before one jotted something in the margin of his notes.

			His talk ended to enthusiastic applause peppered with polite skepticism. During the Q&A, challenging questions arose, but David responded calmly, confident in his data yet internally wary. Were any of these inquiries purely academic, or was someone probing for more sensitive intelligence?

			Afterward, as David packed up his notes, he sensed someone approaching. He turned to find Romi smiling warmly.

			“That was quite impressive,” she complimented, though her eyes searched his face subtly. “You navigate questions like someone accustomed to more than just academic challenges.”

			He was a bit surprised but pleased she had been able to attend. He shrugged casually.

			She paused, eyes thoughtful. “Sometimes, David, I wonder if medicine and academia are all you really do.” Suppressing a new wave of guilt, he managed a relaxed smile, though his heart raced. “If only my life were that exciting.” She returned his smile, “Well, Dr. Levi, excitement or not, I’m glad you’re here.” They walked on together, David’s resolve sharpening. Protecting Romi—and London—was his first obligation, yet the shadows of his hidden world pressed closer, threatening to blur every line between his two lives.

			Evening approached rapidly. David excused himself early from the conference social, blaming jetlag. At Romi’s flat, they shared Thai food casually. He absorbed every detail; Romi’s laughter, her warmth beside him, memorizing it all, balancing the knowledge of what awaited him later.

			By eight-thirty, David feigned fatigue. “I need rest,” he said regretfully, “I’m heading back to the hotel.”

			Romi said she understood and kissed him gently goodnight. Once outside, he checked carefully that he wasn’t followed, then swiftly joined Yonatan, waiting in an unmarked car nearby.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26. 
The Raid

			Transitioning from intimacy to operational urgency was unsettling. Yonatan handed him tactical gear: a Kevlar vest, a compact radiation detector, a radio earpiece, and a loaded Glock 17. David methodically checked the weapon, confirming safety and readiness. They drove silently toward the Thames warehouse district. London’s lights faded behind them, replaced by empty, industrial shadows. They parked discreetly, joining Rebecca—already in black tactical attire—in a nearby alley.

			“Comms check,” Rebecca whispered crisply.

			Uri confirmed clearly through their headsets. “British Intelligence was alerted. Proceed cautiously.”

			Rebecca eyed David seriously. “Stay behind Yonatan and me. Move your ass forward only when we clear areas. If there’s shooting, find cover. We don’t want to add you to the casualties.”

			David nodded once. “Understood.”

			They approached the derelict warehouse quietly. There was no external evidence of a CCTV. Rebecca and Yonatan smoothly breached a side door; the old lock yielded quickly. They stepped inside cautiously, senses heightened. David’s radiation detector clicked faintly, slightly elevated but not yet dangerous.

			Ahead, muffled voices spoke Arabic, agitated and urgent. Approaching the open workshop door, Rebecca signaled silently. Two individuals were visible. Yonatan positioned himself opposite her, weapon ready.

			David held back slightly, his pulse racing.

			Suddenly, something metallic clattered from the warehouse’s far end. The terrorists went silent. Alert. Rebecca was forced to move swiftly into the doorway, her weapon trained.

			“Police! Hands up!” she commanded in sharp English, briefly disorienting the suspects.

			One man panicked, pulling a pistol and firing hastily. Bullets zipped dangerously close, splintering wood. Rebecca returned fire efficiently, hitting the man’s shoulder. He fell, shouting in pain, weapon dropping.

			The second man lunged for a small detonator switch beside a partially constructed cylindrical device. David recognized the danger instantly, adrenaline sharpening every sense.

			“He’s got a trigger!” David shouted urgently, surging forward past Rebecca. He closed the distance in three swift strides.

			The man swung frantically at David with a heavy wrench. David shifted fluidly, turning his body aside, allowing the terrorist’s momentum to flow harmlessly past. The terrorist overextended, losing his balance. David firmly gripped the man’s wrist, sharply twisting it downward. The detonator skittered across the floor, safely out of the way.

			The terrorist lunged again, rage twisting his face. David was already moving. He caught the man’s arm mid-swing, yanked him off balance, and snapped a sharp strike into the side of his neck. The blow hit the carotid sinus cleanly. The man’s eyes went dull. His body folded as if a switch had been thrown. He collapsed to the floor, out cold. The threat neutralized.

			Yonatan swiftly secured the injured suspect, binding and gagging him securely. Rebecca immediately approached the device, assessing it cautiously.

			David’s radiation detector clicked more rapidly. “The device is real. Definite cobalt-60 presence.”

			Rebecca activated her comm. “Suspects secured. Device located. Request immediate bomb disposal and radiation containment team.”

			“Understood,” Uri replied calmly. “British Intelligence is inbound. Hold perimeter.”

			Minutes later, sirens approached. British Intelligence agents swiftly assumed control. Their team leader glanced curiously at David. Rebecca introduced him merely as “our medical and radiation consultant,” offering no further details.

			The man nodded knowingly, understanding the arrangement.

			As agents expertly contained the device and suspects, Rebecca turned appreciatively to David. “That was well-handled, Doctor. Your technique was impressive. You’re not just a white coat.”

			David exhaled slowly, pulse steadying. “Sensei Watanabe deserves credit,” he replied modestly.

			Yonatan grinned, patting David’s shoulder. “You helped save lives tonight.”

			They quietly left as new professionals arrived to secure the site. In Yonatan’s car, driving back toward central London, the adrenaline gradually subsided, replaced by reflection. David realized that something still felt slightly off. It had been almost too convenient, too easily resolved. He decided to file the thought away, knowing there’d be time later to analyze it further.

			Yonatan interrupted his thoughts gently. “Ever consider doing this full-time, David?”

			David shook his head decisively. “I’m a doctor first. This clarified for me what truly matters—protecting people I care about.

			At the Fitzroy, David entered his hotel room, exhausted. He glanced at his watch. There was barely enough time for sleep before conference duties resumed. As fatigue overtook him, he recalled the night’s unsettling familiarity. How similar this situation was to the past. He suspected something deeper lay beneath tonight’s operation. A suspicion like a shadow that he couldn’t quite perceive. For now, sleep claimed him swiftly, bringing a temporary reprieve from his hidden burdens and quiet doubts. His final thoughts drifted to Romi, hopeful and protective in equal measure.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27. 
The Aftermath

			The next day, as he was leaving his hotel room to go to breakfast, he encountered Uri and Eitan standing there quietly in the hallway waiting for him…do they ever sleep? 

			“David,” Uri said, “last night was only a partial success. Yes, we stopped a potential terrorist activity. There were radioactive elements present. But overnight, we’ve assessed the true amount of isotope, and it was far, far less than would’ve been necessary for even a modest device. We now believe this was a setup to lure us into action. Determine our methods. Identify our operatives. The people present at the warehouse were both bad actors and pawns. This attempt was likely orchestrated to get us to reveal our procedures and possibly our next move. Finally, our British Intelligence buddies reviewed the crime scene, as it were, after we left. They found multiple hidden video cameras that were likely broadcasting us as we entered. As you say in America, “we’ve been made.”

			David shook his head and muttered, “Unbelievable. I wonder who’s behind this?”

			“We have to assume that someone has used the surveillance to identify us. David, we believe you can no longer remain designated as just a helpful but anonymous consultant. Your identity has likely been compromised. We believe you’ve been marked as a crucial member of the team, which puts you at risk. We will be in touch,” and with that, they abruptly walked away.

			David was left dumb founded, shocked, and confused.

			Shortly afterwards, before he went to the conference for his panel that day, he met Romi for a brief breakfast. Although exhausted, he delivered a gripping talk that had the auditorium hanging on his words. The recent events lent him an extra dose of passion. He spoke about realistic approaches to radiological threats and medical readiness. In doing so, he indirectly celebrated how preparedness and swift action, from unnamed heroes, could save a population from disaster. The audience gave polite applause. His arguments persuaded some, but not all.

			Afterwards, Professor Belinsky from the International Atomic Energy Agency shook his hand firmly. “Dr. Levi, your perspective is needed. I hope you continue to speak the truth. Perhaps you’d consider collaborating with some international task forces? We could use someone who bridges medicine and security.”

			David smiled politely, aware of the subtext. “Perhaps. Though I may be relocating to London soon, so who knows, maybe I’ll knock on your Vienna office door.”

			Claire Harper from Public Health England also congratulated him and even offered, “If you do come to London often or move here, we’d love you on some advisory boards. Your insight—controversial as it was—is proving forward-thinking.”

			That evening was the conference closing gala. David attended, but his mind was elsewhere. He networked dutifully. He planted seeds about being more available for European collaborations. He even casually asked a well-placed British colleague about any openings at major London hospitals or universities. He received enthusiastic encouragement; if he applied, doors would open, and necessary medical licensure had a way of being granted for people like him. It felt good—knowing that if he took this leap, he wouldn’t be jumping without a net professionally.

			Finally, the conference ended. David extended his stay in London by a couple of days to spend more time with Romi. They took a day trip to Oxford, strolling hand in hand among old colleges, imagining a life with less covert drama. The tutorial system at Oxford and Cambridge had always intrigued David. He’d never experienced it academically, although perhaps his martial arts and Krav Maga training were similar, just in a different sphere.

			Over pints at a historic pub, they joked about where to live if he were to remain in London. They decided her flat was lovely, but if he stayed, they might consider a move to a two-bedroom, as he wanted a home office space. 

			On the train back to London from Oxford, Romi went to the dining car for some beverages. David discreetly gave Uri a call. As expected, Uri already knew through back channels that David was thinking of moving to London. In his typically brusque fashion, he said with a gravelly voice, “David, you know your covert cover is likely blown. I’m certain you suspect that Romi may also be aware of your non-medical activities. She’s very clever, David.” He sighed. “Talk to her soon.”

			David considered taking several more days off. He wanted more time to unwind. He discussed this with Romi, and together they decided that he would remain, and they would take an impromptu trip to Paris—just a getaway, with no other agenda than to relax and be together…and share the secrets of his clandestine life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28. 
Paris

			David and Romi were in high spirits as they passed beneath the soaring glass canopy of St. Pancras International train station, the wrought iron arches above casting geometric shadows over bustling travelers below. David wheeled their carry-ons while Romi clutched a steaming black espresso for him and a paper cup of Earl Grey from a tea cart for herself. The Eurostar platform was alive with the energy of a new morning. Londoners in crisp trench coats scrolling through emails, lovers taking sunlit selfies beneath the station clock, and the occasional business traveler barking into a Bluetooth earpiece with a kind of caffeinated urgency that belonged to this city.

			“Two hours to Paris,” Romi grinned, stepping lightly onto the train. “No turbulence. No chance of a plane crash.

			Who says romance is dead?” David smirked behind the rim of his coffee cup. “Let’s just hope the romance makes it past border control.”

			The train surged forward, and in a blink, London fell away. The ride was impossibly smooth—no jostling, no drama—just a sleek steel serpent gliding beneath the English Channel. Romi curled against the window and dozed, her breath slow and even. David sat still beside her, watching the landscape blur: hedgerows, villages, open pastures, the occasional church steeple piercing the skyline.

			The Chunnel came and went with eerie efficiency—no fanfare, no mermaids swimming outside their windows or tunnels of glass revealing schools of fish—just darkness, and then suddenly, daylight in the French countryside. David was, truth be told, a bit disappointed. He had expected something more exciting as they traversed beneath the Channel, but in fact it was just a train ride through a very long dark tunnel.

			They emerged at Gare du Nord just before noon. Paris greeted them with its usual indifference—horns blaring in chaotic chorus, the scent of espresso, cigarette smoke, diesel, and human sweat mingling in the thick spring air. Somewhere nearby, an accordion player poured his soul into a haunting melody that sounded like a lost Édith Piaf recording. The city didn’t welcome. It tolerated. But that was its charm. 

			Wanting to embrace the French fashion style, David wore tailored navy trousers, a Breton-striped shirt beneath a black Isaia leather jacket. Romi, ever the counterbalance, had opted for black jeans, a soft cream sweater, and a matching black leather jacket that mirrored his. It was a little unintentional symmetry that made them look like a couple in a European indie film. 

			The taxi queue outside the station was long and agitated, with voices raised in at least three languages. Amid the chaos, a man waved them over—a bearded figure in a worn denim jacket and ostentatious heavy gold-framed aviators, leaning against a dusty Peugeot that looked like it had once served time as a delivery car. “You need taxi?” he asked in heavily accented English—North African, maybe Algerian.

			“We’re going to the Hôtel du Vieux Paris, in the Latin Quarter,” Romi said with practiced cheer.

			“Of course,” he said, smiling. “Very nice. Very nice area.”

			David caught Romi’s look, projecting not to worry. His gut said don’t relax. They climbed in.

			At first, the route felt standard—busy boulevards, narrow alleys, cafes spilling onto sidewalks, scooters zigzagging like wasps. But within ten minutes, the scenery shifted. Art murals faded into harsh graffiti. Windows barred. Storefronts shuttered. The tourists disappeared. The driver still hadn’t turned on the meter. He picked up a battered phone and muttered something low and sharp in a language neither of them understood.

			David gently placed his hand on Romi’s knee and subtly nodded, indicating that he had things under control.

			David leaned forward. “Excuse me. This doesn’t look like the proper arrondissement.”

			The driver met his gaze in the mirror. “Shortcut. Less traffic, avoids today’s grève.”

			“Where are we?” Romi asked, her voice flattening.

			No answer. The car made a sudden right turn into an industrial alley—rusted scaffolding, overflowing dumpsters, the air thick with the smell of rot and motor oil. The Peugeot jerked to a stop. Two men emerged from the side door of the building, their movements too deliberate to be innocent. One had a shaved head and twitchy hands. The other, wiry with a lightning bolt tattoo snaking up his neck, smiled like he’d just won something.

			“Out,” the driver said, turning to face them. A knife suddenly flashed in his hand. “Now.”

			David opened the door slowly, scanning for cameras. There were none. No traffic. Just walls closing in. He stepped out, Romi beside him.

			One of the men moved toward her—grinning, swaggering, already assuming possession.

			David didn’t hesitate. He stepped into the space. Twisted at the hip. Drove the heel of his palm upward into the attacker’s chin. He followed immediately with a blow from the side of his hand to the man’s neck. Two brutal, clean strikes in rapid succession. The man’s head snapped back. He crumpled into a pile of trash bags.

			The second man was a bit older, with long dreadlocks, and he brandished a rusted steel pipe. He lunged forward, swinging in a wide, desperate arc.

			David ducked beneath the swing. Planted his foot. Drove a knee hard into the man’s gut. The attacker doubled over. David seized the pipe. Wrenched it free. Clubbed him once across the ribs. A second strike, backhanded to the temple, dropped him flat onto the gravel.

			The driver was circling around the hood of the car now, still gripping the knife. 

			David could sense from the expression on his face that he was becoming desperate now that his companions had been neutralized. As he lunged for Romi, he slipped. She sidestepped. Grabbed his sunglasses. Rammed one of the gold-plated arms into his eye socket with an ugly wet crunch. He screamed and reeled back, dropping both the knife and a set of car keys that jangled to the pavement.

			“David!” she yelled, scooping up the keys. She sprinted for the car while David turned and drove a final, downward elbow into the second attacker’s temple.

			They dove into the Peugeot. Romi yanked the gearshift into reverse as David popped open the glovebox and saw several passports, credit cards, and a cell phone.

			“Of course,” he muttered. “Not his car. Probably not even his first robbery today.”

			The tires screamed against the trash-strewn street as they fled the alley. At first, they were silent, offering quiet prayers of gratitude that they’d survived. Then adrenaline gave way to shaky laughter.

			“You were amazing,” David said, still catching his breath.

			Romi blinked, her hands tight on the wheel. “I think I just stabbed a guy with his own sunglasses.”

			“Improvisation. You crushed it, no pun intended.”

			They established a route via Romi’s phone. The screen confirmed what David suspected—they’d been lured into Saint-Denis, one of Paris’s unofficial “no-go zones,” where the police presence was sparse, and the social contract was even thinner. The buildings there had once been proud, Haussmann-style relics of a better era. They were now sagging under the weight of neglect, graffiti, and anger. Carefully, they made their way back, driving with extreme caution.

			Forty minutes later, they arrived at the Hôtel du Vieux Paris, an authentic relic tucked into a quiet corner of the Latin Quarter. The building, once a 15th-century residence for Renaissance poets, wore its history proudly. Timber-framed walls, vine-covered balconies, a wrought-iron sign swinging gently in the breeze. Located on Rue Gît-le-Cœur, the hotel stood just a stone’s throw from the Île de la Cité and the shadow of Notre-Dame.

			They parked the car in a public garage and noted the plates before anonymously tipping off local authorities. Filing a police report seemed pointless. Saint-Denis policed itself poorly. No one in the city’s core wanted to admit it even existed. There was no point in unnecessary paperwork and bureaucratic red tape.

			When they entered the small lobby, the concierge eyed their disheveled appearance with detached curiosity but said nothing. This was Paris. He had seen worse. Their room was a time capsule—slanted wooden beams, velvet chairs, antique sconces, and a small Juliet balcony overlooking a cobblestone street lined with secondhand bookshops and jazz bars. David collapsed into a chair, chest still tight from adrenaline.

			Romi stood at the window, arms crossed, “Only you,” she said, turning to him, “could take me to Paris and get us mugged before lunch.”

			“It was educational,” he replied, eyes closed, briefly resting on the soft bed.

			Outside, Paris moved on—utterly indifferent. A boy tuned his guitar on the corner. A waiter adjusted an awning. The Seine shimmered like a ribbon of flowing glass a block away.

			They showered, changed, and emerged an hour later for dinner, stepping into a golden dusk that draped the Latin Quarter in soft light. Notre-Dame loomed across the river, its towers rising like sentinels. They crossed the Pont Saint-Michel, hand in hand, the city quiet now except for distant laughter and the clink of wine glasses.

			“Perfect evening for a walk,” Romi said.

			“And time for some great food,” David added.

			Their destination, Au Vieux Paris d’Arcole, was a 16th-century jewel of a restaurant. Its facade blanketed in wisteria vines, the lilac blossoms tumbling over arched windows like a painting. Nestled on Rue Chanoinesse, it had once housed clergy before becoming a brasserie for the romantic and ravenous alike. Inside, the air smelled of duck fat, garlic, and Burgundy wine. They were led upstairs to a window table with a view of Notre-Dame’s newly illuminated towers, following its extensive restoration.

			Romi ordered the duck à l’orange. David had the coq au vin. Dessert was a crème brûlée. The food was impossibly good. It was tender, fragrant, and cooked in a way that made time irrelevant. The waiter informed them that it had been constructed with stones left over from the time Notre Dame had been built.

			After dinner, they wandered slowly back along the Seine, arms looped, hearts and stomachs full. They returned to their hotel just past ten. Jazz music floated from a cellar bar a few streets away, and a woman leaned on a windowsill above, smoking, humming faintly, the glowing tip of her cigarette pulsing like a firefly.

			Framed black-and-white photographs of literary giants who’d stayed there—Beats like Ginsberg and Kerouac, French poets like Prévert and Aragon—lined the staircase. A tattered first edition of Les Fleurs du Mal rested inside a glass case by the front desk, beside a handwritten letter from Anaïs Nin. The past was not merely preserved here—it was inhaled, like incense.

			Their room on the third floor had once been part of a 15th-century townhouse owned by a priest who’d entertained visiting artists from the Sorbonne. The wooden beams overhead were original, warped with time, dark with centuries of candle smoke. The wallpaper was toile de Jouy in a faded cream-and-rose print, and a massive carved armoire stood like a cathedral in the corner.

			David lay back on the bed, feeling every bruise and ache from the alley fight.

			Romi slipped off her shoes and stood by the open window, her hair catching the lamplight. “We’re lucky,” she said softly.

			David looked at her. “We are, and tired. But mostly lucky.”

			They fell asleep to the distant clatter of people in the narrow street below, walking, laughing, and passing conversation in a dozen languages.

			~

			Morning light streamed through lace curtains as the city woke outside. The scent of fresh croissants and orange marmalade wafted up from the breakfast salon. They descended to the little dining room just off the lobby. A cheerful server in a linen apron greeted them with trays of flaky pastries, bowls of ripe strawberries, and silver pots of coffee and tea.

			“Merci,” David said.

			“Bon appétit.”

			David bit into a warm croissant. “This might actually be the most dangerous part of Paris,” he said between bites. “Death by butter.”

			Romi smiled as she spread raspberry jam across hers. “At least it’s a beautiful way to go.”

			After breakfast, they stepped into the crisp spring air and strolled toward Île de la Cité, the heart of medieval Paris. The cobbled bridge, Pont Saint-Louis, led them past early risers sketching on benches and street artists setting up tiny displays. Notre-Dame stood proud and weathered—reborn from flame. Gargoyles gazed down, inscrutable and eternal.

			“It’s incredible,” Romi whispered. “Now rebuilt, it once again dominates the city.”

			They walked slowly through the plaza, pausing at the equestrian statue of Charlemagne, then continued east across the island, the Seine on both sides glittering in the sun. Boats, including bateaux mouches, delivery barges, and police patrols, cruised beneath the bridges. They passed Place Igor Stravinsky, where street performers juggled and fire-breathers earned coins from a small crowd. The colorful, surreal sculptures of Niki de Saint Phalle danced in fountains behind them—red lips, giant eyes, and twisted treble clefs tossing water into the air.

			The afternoon waned. Shadows lengthened. Always shadows.

			They returned to their hotel. Her hand was warm in his, and for a few steps, the world felt ordinary. He thought of Uri, of clandestine operations and terror cells. He felt guilty for not sharing this side of his life with her. He rehearsed openings in his head, simple and honest. Start with his prior actions. Explain the why, leave space for questions. It was finally time for Romi to know the truth.

			In their room, they packed quietly, pausing to gaze out at the Parisian street one last time. The city was still moving—impossibly alive, restless, ancient, and modern all at once.

			They boarded the Eurostar and went back to London. Upon their return, it was supposed to be just another quiet Sunday. It was the last day of their stay together with gray skies outside the Mayfair flat, the rhythmic hush of drizzle against the windows, and the lingering comfort of shared silence between them.

			Getting ready for dinner, Romi stepped out of the shower, wrapped in a towel. Then her phone buzzed once on the nightstand. Then again. She glanced at the screen. +1—a New York number.

			David glanced across the table, catching the flicker of surprise in Romi’s eyes as she lowered her phone.

			“Something wrong?” he asked, setting his coffee down.

			She shook her head, still processing. “Not wrong. Just unexpected. Remember that recruiter who reached out months ago, when I was still buried in hedge fund madness?”

			“The one you brushed off?”

			“I didn’t brush him off,” she said, half-smiling. “I thanked him and moved on. I never thought it would actually lead anywhere.”

			“And now?”

			“The offer’s back. He called just now. It’s real this time. A startup. Lean, fully funded, and working on behavioral data analytics, not asset management. It’s cutting-edge stuff. Fast-moving. Creative. And..” she hesitated, then added, “they’re based in New York. I’d have full autonomy and remote flexibility. They only care about the work getting done, not how or where.”

			David nodded slowly, absorbing the shift. “Sounds like what you always said you wanted.”

			“And out of the banks,” she said. “Finally.”

			Sitting on the edge of the bed, still wrapped in the towel, she tapped the speaker as the phone chimed a second time. A recruiter’s voice filled the room, careful and persuasive, walking through start dates, team structure, and expectations. They wanted her. Not in six months. Not someday. Now. 

			David noted the quick pulse at her throat and the way her heel bounced against the bed frame. The caller kept emphasizing the same point: an ASAP start date.

			When the line clicked off, Romi stared at the screen for a beat, let out a breath, and said, “Well, bloody hell,” a grin breaking wide across her face. She smiled faintly. “You’re not the only one who’s been offered a sudden pivot in the last several months.”

			They spent the evening walking along the Thames, not speaking much, letting the implications hang in the air between them. By the time the streetlights flickered on and London curled into its usual cloak of nighttime mist, they both knew what was happening. Romi was coming back home.

			There were details to consider. Her current job, her flat, and how to sell or store everything she didn’t want to drag back across the Atlantic. But the truth was that her life in London had begun to feel transactional. Cold. Exhausting. She told David that the hedge fund world had hardened in ways she hadn’t expected. Most of all, she missed him. Now, with this opportunity in hand, she didn’t have to sacrifice her career for a relationship. New York meant proximity. Freedom.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29. 
Revelations

			It was the night before their departure when David finally let the truth slip from behind the emotional walls he’d built for so long. They stayed in Romi’s flat, surrounded by half-packed luggage and empty shelves, a pizza box between them and a bottle of Tether Cabernet breathing quietly on the kitchen table. Romi’s bare feet curled under her as she leaned against the counter. David poured two glasses and set one beside her.

			He took a breath. Then another. “There’s something I haven’t told you,” he said, voice low.

			Romi’s gaze met his. Calm. Patient.

			“I have suspicions,” she said, sipping. “Go on.”

			He began with his childhood, much of which he’d told her previously. The café bombing in Tel Aviv. The loss of his parents. Aunt Miriam’s move to New Hope. and most of all, his loneliness. He continued with the dojo. The kibbutz. Uri. Training that didn’t fit into any curriculum. Krav Maga classes that weren’t for sport. The trial at Masada. She knew of his education. He continued to feel the need to share the experience of Tower Hamlets and the East London warehouse. He concluded with the conflicting duality of becoming both a healer and something else entirely.

			He watched her for signs of shock, anger, or anything else. But Romi only listened, eyes sharp and attentive. When he finally finished, silence stretched between them like a held breath.

			“I thought maybe it was the State Department,” she said, finally. “Or some academic grant fronting with National Intelligence. There were too many odd coincidences. The lectures that ‘suddenly opened up.’ Your schedule…always just malleable enough. And the phone calls you never talked about.”

			She smiled softly. “And those publications. David, you can’t drop phrases like ‘radiological subversion risk’ into a clinical review and expect nobody to notice. Also, I’m not a physician, but I can’t help but notice an accumulation of odd cuts and bruises that you have acquired over time.”

			He chuckled sheepishly. “You never asked.”

			“I figured you’d tell me when you were ready. Besides,” she added with a wink, “if you had told me, I assumed you’d have to kill me.”

			He groaned, but smiled. The tension now broke like a wave.

			They clinked their glasses, toasting to honesty.

			“No more secrets,” he said.

			“None, and thank you for telling me,” she agreed.

			With a few weeks before her new role started and his schedule momentarily flexible, they made a decision neither had anticipated: to take a proper vacation together. No covert itineraries. No academic commitments. No encrypted texts from Uri or midnight study sessions. Just the two of them. Paris had been great, but too short. They had made a momentous decision to live together in New York. They decided after their return to New York, they would decompress for a few days, and then take a real vacation to someplace new and different before Romi began her new job.

			The Southwest had always intrigued them. Neither had been there previously. They imagined long drives through red rock canyons, desert air humming with silence, sunrise hikes through Monument Valley, the vast Sonoran desert, stargazing in wide-open skies that didn’t care who they were or what they’d done.

			Upon arrival in New York, they went to David’s co-op and rested for a day. Then, they booked a one-way flight to Albuquerque, rented a car online, and packed lightly. It wasn’t an escape. It was something better. A reset, a quiet beginning wrapped inside an unexpected opportunity. They were excited to go into the heat, dust, and freedom. Together.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30. 
The Southwest

			The flight from JFK to Albuquerque was uneventful. They boarded, having treated themselves to business class. Shortly after the flight took off, Romi tuned into a romcom on the in-flight entertainment, and David immediately fell asleep. Upon landing, they went to the car rental office and picked up a G-Class Mercedes SUV. It rumbled to life beneath the vast, blue New Mexico sky, its 4.0-liter biturbo V8 engine settling into a commanding idle. The dark matte-gray finish gleamed despite a thin film of desert dust already accumulating along the wheel wells. It was far more car than was necessary, and certainly flashy, but it would be fun to drive around in during this exciting getaway. They were excited about their new life decisions and wanted to splurge.

			David adjusted the car’s mirrors and gently turned the black leather-wrapped steering wheel, easing the SUV out of the parking lot toward the Encanta Inn. It felt strange to be behind the wheel again. Living in Manhattan, he hadn’t driven in months. His beloved AMG GT coupe had long since been sold, a casualty of the absurd garage fees and impracticality of owning a car in the City. Beyond the cost of insurance and parking, there was now congestion pricing and horrible traffic. It was just no longer practical. He’d once offered it to Eitan, who dryly declined. “Too loud, too visible.” A fair point. That coupe had a way of turning heads in all the wrong ways.

			Romi had slipped into the passenger seat with her usual effortless grace. She pulled her ponytail through the back of a navy baseball cap and put on her aviator sunglasses.

			“Well, Doctor Levi,” she said, smirking. “Are we actually going to relax on this trip, or should I expect you to dive out the window at the first sign of suspicious activity? No spy stuff, remember, we’ve talked about it and you promised.”

			David glanced over at her, amused. “I’ll try to avoid any acrobatics. But if a suspicious vehicle with no plates starts tailing us, don’t be shocked if I reach for something more than the map.”

			Romi chuckled and stretched her legs onto the dashboard, adjusting her seat. “Let’s pretend you’re just a physician with a few weeks off, and we’re normal tourists looking for turquoise jewelry and mediocre coffee.”

			“Sure,” David said. “Just a regular, overworked doc and his girlfriend road-tripping through the desert in a G-Wagon loaded with more water than the Colorado River and newly purchased hiking gear that’s probably overkill for most trails.”

			They laughed, and the vehicle rolled forward, joining the two-lane blacktop heading west from Santa Fe.

			The previous night had been their entry point—quiet streets, adobe facades, and dinner at a family-owned spot with no website and no menu. Carne adovada that made his eyes water and enchiladas with a smoky red chili sauce that lingered well into the night. They’d slept in a cool adobe room with thick walls and clay tiles, the scent of piñon still clinging to the sheets. Now, the terrain unfolded before them, open and endless. There was soft rustling of sage in the breeze, piñon and juniper dotting low hills.

			The road stretched into the distance like an eternal promise. David glanced in the rearview mirror—nothing behind them. No obligations. No missions. Just space. By midday, they rolled into Gallup, where they stopped for lunch in a tin-roofed diner outside of town. Green chili burgers and a shared plate of Navajo fry bread did the trick, satisfying the hungry bellies. Romi picked up a turquoise pendant from the trading post next door. David noticed the cashier eyeing the G-Wagon, but said nothing. Not paranoia—just habit.

			They continued west, then dipped south, skirting the rim of the Petrified Forest. The Painted Desert rose in bands of orange, pink, and violet. As the sun dipped, they approached Sedona. Red rock formations emerged like sentinels under a copper sky. They found their destination, a rustic canyon lodge just outside town, made from natural stone and exposed wood beams, that was tucked into a grove of cottonwoods. Perfect. 

			Romi insisted on hiking to Cathedral Rock at dusk. David groaned, then relented, admitting the view was worth it. The sandstone cliffs turned blood-orange in the fading sun. They sat side by side on a flat rock ledge, the air cooling quickly as darkness crept in.

			Dinner that night was steak and trout at a quiet spot in a small cafe on the edge of town. Cactus salad, black beans, and a bottle of Napa Cabernet. It was, by all appearances, a perfect evening until halfway through the second glass of wine, David leaned in slightly, lowering his voice.

			“Table in the corner. Scruffy guy in the flannel shirt with the straggly beard, he hasn’t really touched his food. He has been watching us since we sat down.”

			Romi didn’t look. She just smiled, swirling her wine. “Maybe he’s captivated by my stunning beauty.”

			“Maybe,” David said, amused. “Or maybe someone noticed us the moment we pulled into town.”

			“Still stuck in your Manhattan headspace,” she teased. But beneath the humor, there was an edge of wariness.

			Later that night, back at the cabin, David retrieved the small FedEx box he’d had shipped ahead. Marked “machine parts,” it contained a handcrafted tanto-blade knife with a Micarta grip that had been gifted to him by Sensei Yamamoto. More than a weapon, it symbolized a shift in his training. Once, he’d relied only on his hands and agility. But now, Yamamoto had begun to teach him both the blade and the stick, extensions of the body, tools to close space quickly and decisively. David cleaned the blade, moving it through the air slowly in practiced arcs. It felt natural. Dangerous, but natural.

			They left Sedona just after sunrise, the red rock fading in the rearview mirror like a memory already shifting into legend. As the G-Wagon glided south along a winding two-lane road, the terrain slowly flattened, and the vibrant cliffs gave way to bone-dry plains studded with mesquite and low-lying scrub. A detour from an online guidebook promised a remote archaeological site off the upper Gila River: ruins, solitude, some off-the-grid adventure. By midday, the sun burned unfiltered through a cloudless sky. The asphalt shimmered like oil. Somewhere back in civilization, normal people were sipping iced drinks in air-conditioned diners.

			They passed a rusted cattle gate chained to a leaning post, beside it an old, dust-caked pickup idling under the shade of a scraggly mesquite. A man stood outside, arms folded, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. Buzz cut. Sun-leathered face. Scraggly beard, Denim jacket, and Aviator sunglasses. No smile. Just a nod that was tight and mechanical.

			“Local?” Romi asked, low. She was scanning him too, always alert.

			David’s brow furrowed. “I think we saw him last night, or his doppelgänger.”

			She turned slightly in her seat. “Well, that’s comforting.”

			A few minutes later, they came over a rise and saw the second truck. It was parked broadside across the road, completely blocking them.

			David checked the mirror. The first truck was now following and closing slowly, deliberately.

			“Trouble,” David muttered. His voice was flat, clinical. “Stay calm.”

			He brought the G-Wagon to a slow stop, gravel crackling under the tires. The engine idled. David killed it. Dust drifted up in lazy spirals.

			The man from the second truck stepped out. Cowboy hat low. Leather vest over a flannel shirt, jeans stiff with dust. He walked like someone who didn’t worry about consequences. Like someone who had done this before…many times.

			He strolled up to the driver’s side. “You folks lost?” he asked, tone syrupy-smooth.

			David smiled faintly, both hands on the wheel. “We’re good. We’ll turn around.”

			The man shook his head, slow and deliberate. “Road’s closed for a bit. You’ll want to stick around a while.”

			Behind them, the second truck stopped about thirty yards back. The second man climbed out. Same cut of menace. Cigarette. A rifle hung visibly in the truck bed behind him.

			David opened the car door slowly when asked, stepping out with calm, controlling his developing muscle tension. The bright sun momentarily made his eyes squint. The wind scattered dust through the weeds.

			“Wallets. Cell phones. Keys to the car,” the cowboy said. “We’ll leave you some water.” He pointed. “There’s a store, six miles that way. Enjoy the hike.” 	

			David’s expression didn’t change, but something inside him rotated and clicked, like a gear finally locking into position. The calm before the storm. He’d felt it before. At Masada. At the warehouse in London. This wasn’t fear. This was Krav Maga. When confronted, attack. His body moved. Fast. He stepped inside the cowboy’s reach. Pivoted slightly. Left hand on the man’s shoulder like they were old friends about to share a secret. David’s right hand came up with a flash of steel. A 4.5-inch folding blade, already opened, was precisely aligned to the man’s carotid artery. “Drop the gun,” David said. Soft. Measured. But commanding. Like a doctor reading a lab result to a patient.

			The cowboy’s eyes widened. Surprise. Not panic—yet. His pistol hit the dirt with a muted thud.

			Behind them, Romi was already out of the car. She hadn’t screamed. She hadn’t frozen. She had picked up the first gun in both hands, standing in a wide, steady stance, arms extended, grip locked. David had once shown her how to hold a weapon, albeit unloaded at the time. But she had never actually fired a gun. He heard her voice.

			“Don’t.” Commanding. Fierce. Not the voice of a woman on vacation. The voice of someone protecting her own. “You won’t get there fast enough,” she said.

			The second man had frozen, hand inches from his waistband. His eyes flicked from David to Romi and back again. He stepped back.

			David spoke again. Knife still at the cowboy’s throat. “Second weapon. Drop it, use two fingers.” Another moment. Another calculation.

			The second man very slowly pulled a revolver from under his vest with his thumb and index finger and tossed it carefully to the dirt. Romi moved smoothly forward, scooping it up. She handed it to David without a word.

			David backed up slowly, still holding the blade, now holding the revolver too.

			“Truck keys,” he said. “Both of you. Throw them far into the brush. Very Far.” The cowboys hesitated, then pulled keys from their jeans and flung them into the undergrowth. Both men gave grunts of disgust but otherwise said nothing. 

			“Now, face down on the ground. Hands behind your head.” They complied.

			Leather vest muttered, “bastard.” Denim jacket stayed silent.

			David then told Romi to shoot the tires, two on each truck. She looked surprised. Aimed. Fired.

			The hole in the door attested to her aim. She fired again, and the F-150’s window shattered.

			“Forget it, David yelled as he quickly stepped to the driver’s side of the G-Wagon.

			He yanked the door open and slid behind the wheel.

			Romi climbed in on the passenger side and buckled up. Her breathing was short and sharp, and the smell of burnt powder clung to her hair. A minute ago, her last shots had missed their mark, but still provided a distraction that allowed them to escape. She kept her eyes on the windshield, hands flat on her thighs. David sensed she was embarrassed by her final, inaccurate contribution.

			He turned the key and kept his voice even. “It’s alright. We’ll sort out the shooting thing later.”

			The G-Wagon started like a beast coming to life. David threw it in reverse, angled it around the truck, and punched forward as gravel spun from beneath the tires. They didn’t speak for minutes, which felt like hours. Only the sound of gravel under tires, the wind through open windows, and the slow return of their heartbeats could be heard in the car’s interior.

			Then finally. “Romi,” David said, glancing at her. “You were incredible.”

			Still catching her breath, she said in halting bursts. “No…..I just posed and talked tough…..I couldn’t actually perform.”

			“Don’t beat yourself up, you were great. You just need a little more experience with a Glock.”

			The encounter had lasted less than five minutes, although it had seemed like a lifetime while it was occurring. David had experienced stress before. In martial training, during his clandestine activities, and often when performing his intricate medical procedures.

			Romi sighed and said, “This is still new for me. I really have a lot to learn.”

			She ran a shaking hand through her hair.

			David sensed she was still keyed up as she asked. “Were they regular criminals? Do you think they were cartel?”

			“Maybe,” he replied. “Or it could be they were just locals with more firepower than brains.”

			Romi stared out the window. “We did this to ourselves. Flashy car. Too well-dressed. We’d never drop our guard in New York or London. But out here, surrounded by pretty rocks, cacti, and desert sky…we assumed we were safe.”

			“Either way, they weren’t expecting our reaction and resistance.” He paused.

			“We were lucky. Did I escalate it too fast? It could’ve gone very differently.”

			“But it didn’t,” Romi said “Because we didn’t fold.”

			They didn’t call the cops. What would be the point? By the time anyone arrived, the trucks would be gone. The keys would be found. The men were possibly even protected by a cousin in local law enforcement.

			As the immediate tension from the event receded and they realized they were safe, their conversation increased, as they worked through their experience. David was still wondering if bringing the fight directly to the assailants was a stupid risk. Should they just have relinquished their wallets and the car, or would that not have been enough?

			The answer would never truly be known, although David considered whether his response had potentially put them in a more dangerous situation. It had worked out very well, and as they continued to calm down, they realized that in the future, they’d have an interesting story to relate. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 31. 
Scottsdale

			They took the back roads, the long way south toward Scottsdale. It had been one of their original destinations. 

			David realized he should have taken the assailants’ phones and tossed them in the desert down the road. Or smashed them on the rocks—stupid oversight. Dwelling on it now wouldn’t change a thing. What mattered was staying ahead. The G-Wagon on the main road would’ve been obvious, maybe even expected. By cutting onto back roads, he was gambling on uncertainty and doing the one thing they wouldn’t anticipate. He wasn’t looking for perfect. He was playing the odds. Right now, unpredictability was their best chance of staying alive.

			The scenery was gorgeous with cacti and rolling mountains tinted brown, gold, and red. Their cell reception was spotty, but eventually, two hours later, they found enough signal to get them back on Route 17. The building and development along the road increased as they continued their journey, the main thoroughfare widening from two to four lanes.

			Evening light stretched long over the Sonoran hills as the Four Seasons Resort came into view. It’s sandstone casitas tucked into the rocks like they’d always belonged. Upon arriving at the front entrance, a valet opened the passenger door. Neither of them spoke. Romi stepped out, sunglasses still on despite the fading light. Their bags disappeared with a bellhop. The check-in was smooth. Smiles, signatures, a gesture toward the bar. David nodded, took Romi’s hand, and headed for dinner.

			Later, sitting at the bar, the air was cool and citrus-scented, emanating from a distant diffuser. A jazz guitar played in the background, barely loud enough to register.

			He slid the wine glass toward her. “Cabernet. Napa. Supposedly small batch.”

			Romi lifted it, took a sip, and gave a small nod. She poked at her Caesar salad, moving the grilled chicken to one side. Her fork never quite committed to the bite.

			David bit into the brisket burger like it owed him something. The meat was perfect—peppery, smoky, and hot. He wiped his hands, reached for a fry, then glanced at her.

			“Deadly encounters,” he said, trying to lighten the mood, “apparently good for the appetite.” She gave a faint, tired smile. Nothing more.

			Back in the casita, the room was cool and dim. Clean lines. Thick white linens. A king bed with the covers already turned down.

			She kicked off her shoes and lay back, one arm across her eyes. He slid the deadbolt, checked it twice, then reached beneath his pillow and placed the knife just so. Within minutes, her breathing evened out, and she was asleep. He lay for a while longer, reflecting on what had occurred.

			Morning sunlight spilled across the open-air terrace, casting broken shadows across the sandstone tiles. The scent of roasted chilies and mesquite hung in the desert air, mingling with the scent of strong coffee. David and Romi sat beneath a white umbrella, the horizon beyond them jagged with saguaro arms and the sharp outlines of Pinnacle Peak.

			Romi stirred her tea without looking at it, the spoon tapping gently against the cup. Her gaze lingered on the untouched croissant. Her tan linen shirt and oversized sunglasses suggested casual ease, but David knew she was still upset with herself, her fingers restless against the leather band of her watch.

			“You keep doing that,” he said, his voice low.

			She blinked. “Doing what?”

			“Playing with your watch. But you’re not actually looking at the time.”

			Her hand dropped to her lap, folding around the napkin. “Habit, I guess.”

			David leaned back, sipping his coffee. The heat from the mug warmed his fingers. It had only been a day since the incident outside Sedona. A dead stretch of road, where they had driven to view the desert. Two trucks boxing them in. The confrontation. That snap-second decision to draw his knife. Romi holding the gun. Now, here in the pristine calm, he saw her staring past the breakfast terrace as though the desert outside might offer her an explanation for what had recently occurred.

			“You think it was really random?” she asked suddenly.

			David didn’t answer right away. He let his eyes wander across the stone patio tables set with cloth napkins, the hum of soft conversations, the kind of place designed to keep reality politely at bay. 

			“I think it could have been,” he said at last. “Maybe it was just…Arizona. We’ll never know.”

			Romi’s lips tightened. “Not good enough. Not your comment, my performance.”

			David said nothing. She set her tea down and folded her arms, as if bracing herself. “I had the shot. I had the damn shot. They weren’t moving. But I missed the tires. Twice.”

			“You tried.”

			“That doesn’t mean anything.” Her voice cracked on the edge of frustration. “You gave me the chance. And if you’d actually needed me to do more than distract and delay them…if you’d been counting on me…” She stopped.

			The silence between them prickled. “If you had really needed me,” she said more quietly, “to shoot them—I’d have failed.”

			David exhaled slowly, letting the words hang. He didn’t offer platitudes. He wouldn’t insult her with them.

			She shifted in her chair, the light catching the tension in her shoulders. Then she squared them. Something in her face changed. Not anger, not fear, but something harder and more determined.

			“I want to learn,” she said. “For real this time. Not just how to hold it. I want to know how to fire a gun. How to hit something…or someone, if I have to.”

			He studied her for a long moment. Her sunglasses made it hard to read her eyes, but he didn’t need to. Her voice told him everything.

			“All right,” David said. “We’ll start today.”

			By ten thirty, they were in the car. David had arranged it through the concierge: a private gun club about an hour northeast of the resort, tucked behind sun-bleached hills and dry riverbeds. The owner, Larry, had sounded gruff but accommodating over the phone. Retired Army. Owned 220 acres of nothing but rock and dust.

			The road unspooled in silence at first, the hum of the tires a white noise buffer. Romi sat with her legs tucked up on the seat, wearing cargo shorts and a light sweatshirt. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail.

			David glanced at her profile. “You okay?”

			She nodded. “Just trying to stay out of my head.”

			“Failing?”

			“Miserably.”

			They passed a rusted billboard for a ghost town and a hand-painted arrow pointing toward a snake farm.

			Romi gave an involuntary shudder.

			“What?” He asked.

			“God, I hate snakes.”

			He suppressed a laugh, yet he was relieved for the release of tension brought on by her self-admonition for not being a crack shot when she’d never fired a weapon before.

			“You still remember how to chamber a round and aim?”

			“I remember the theory,” Romi said. “But I think a very long lesson is in store.” David cracked a smile. “We’ll go slow.”

			Larry’s “gun club” was a trailer and a sun-faded barn at the base of a low butte. A corrugated tin roof extended over a long bench littered with ear protection gear, plastic goggles, ammo boxes, and a metal cooler. Beyond that, the land opened into scrub and scattered boulders. Nothing moved except a hawk circling overhead. Larry himself was leathery and tall, with a silver beard and a desert-creased face. His hat said MY GUN, MY RULES. He wore aviators, jeans, and boots that looked older than Romi.

			“No shooting cacti,” Larry said as he handed them two Glock 19s and a Ruger .22 for starters. “Protected species. Get caught blasting a saguaro, it’s a five-grand fine and the rangers take your gun.”

			“What about glass bottles?” Romi asked. Larry gave her a look like she’d asked if he sold heroin.

			“What do you want, a desert full of broken shards? Paper targets only. And pick up your brass.”

			“Understood,” David said.

			They set up in a sandy clearing between creosote bushes, with paper silhouettes mounted on wooden stands twenty feet away. David watched as Larry showed Romi how to stand—knees loose, feet shoulder-width, dominant right hand high and firm on the grip, support hand cradling.

			“You breathe, you aim, you exhale slow,” he said. “And only then you squeeze. Not yank.”

			The first shot cracked like a whip. Romi flinched. Her shot punched a hole in the dirt five feet left of the target. She looked down at the pistol, startled. “That was loud.”

			“That’s why we wear these,” David said, adjusting her earmuffs. They tried again. The next shot hit paper, barely. Then again, closer. By the fourth magazine, Romi was threading most shots center mass.

			“Not bad,” Larry said. “Now from the holster.”

			“Oh, come on,” she groaned.

			“You wanted to learn. This is part of it.”

			“I wanted to not feel like a damsel in distress. I didn’t sign up for John Wick.”

			David grinned. “You say that, but I think you kind of enjoy this.”

			She raised the Glock, aimed, and fired. Bullseye.

			She turned, flushed but smiling. “You were saying?”

			They paused for water. The sun had risen high now, baking the landscape to a shimmer. Heat danced off the hood of the car.

			“You know,” Romi said between sips, “this morning I woke up feeling like I was still the girl who couldn’t do anything. I mean, you moved so fast. You always move fast. And I just…stood there.”

			“You didn’t run. You held your ground. You tried. That counts.”

			“Trying isn’t enough.”

			David looked at her. David looked at her. He really saw her for who she was. She wasn’t trying to impress him. She was rebuilding something inside herself. Quietly, methodically, like a cracked foundation being braced. He nodded, pleased, “You’re doing it.”

			By noon, they were done. Romi peeled off the earmuffs, hair damp with sweat. Her last five shots had all hit within a tight fist-sized cluster.

			“I want to do this again,” she said. “Not every day. But I want to get good.”

			David nodded. “We can make that happen.”

			They helped Larry pack up the targets and bag the brass.

			The old man handed Romi a tin flask of water and gave her a nod of approval. “You’ve got a steadier hand than most of the kids who come through here,” he said. “Just don’t get too cocky.”

			“Never,” she said. But her smile betrayed her pride.

			The drive back was quieter. The tension was almost gone. The landscape unrolled in terracotta and gold, with trees casting angular shadows across the dirt.

			David rested one hand on the wheel. “You sure you want more of this life?”

			“Which part? The resort massages or the firearms training?”

			“The parts where danger isn’t theoretical.”

			Romi didn’t respond, but just looked out at the horizon, where the desert bled into the sky.

			On the way back to the resort, they stopped for a short hike through the Sonoran Desert. Exercise was their remedy to clear their heads, regroup, and ground themselves. The vast expanse stretched before them, a tapestry of rugged mountains, sprawling cacti, and arid plains. Saguaros stood tall, their arms reaching skyward.

			Romi pointed out the window at a tall saguaro with two crooked arms.

			“See that one?” she said. “Saguaros do not grow arms until they are about 50 to 70 years old. Around 100, the skin turns bark-like. A lot of them make it to 150 or even 200.”

			David let out a low whistle. “So, patience is not optional. It is the job description.”

			“They spend decades just getting sturdy,” she said. “Then the arms show up like a late addition.”

			“Feels like life,” he said. “Put in the slow work, grow deep roots, and one day you wake up with new capabilities.”

			She squeezed his hand. “Not a bad progression. We are rushing all the time. These things play the long game.”

			“Good reminder,” he said. “We have to take the time and earn it.”

			They saw clusters of prickly pear cacti, which dotted the landscape. The sun hung low in the sky, casting a golden hue over the terrain. The distant call of a cactus wren accompanied the rhythmic crunch of their boots against the sandy trail. This was an aspect of nature they had never seen before.

			Back in their casita, they showered and changed. The tension of the morning had given way to something new: not quite ease, but a shared resilience. They ordered smoothies by the pool and lay in loungers under the shade of umbrellas. For the first time in two days, Romi laughed at something David said without glancing over her shoulder. When he reached for her hand, she took it, steady and warm. The desert, fierce and endless, stretched out around them. They were no longer afraid of what might come next.

			Their final evening unfolded slowly, as if even the desert air wanted them to linger. On the terrace at Talavera, candlelight flickered against their wine glasses. Romi, in a simple navy dress, sat with one leg tucked beneath her, her hair slightly windblown from the walk over. She looked out toward the darkening horizon without speaking. There was peace in her stillness; not the kind that comes from safety, but from resilience.

			David studied her across the table. There was something different in the way she looked and moved now—grounded, deliberate, confident. The tension that had clung to her earlier in the trip had eased, replaced by a quiet self-possession. He said nothing about it, but he noticed and was pleased.

			The server brought their meals. His, a ribeye, charred and dark as the surrounding cliffs. Hers, a citrus-glazed sea bass. They ate without hurry. The conversation was upbeat and easy. No rehashing of desert confrontations or desperate car rides. Just small talk, good food, and wine.

			After dessert, Romi tilted her glass and glanced at him. “You know,” she said, “I didn’t think I’d enjoy the shooting lesson. But I did.”

			David smiled. “You were nervous?”

			“I was. But then it clicked.” She leaned back, taking a relaxing breath. “We came here partly for a vacation and honestly, because I needed to feel stronger. And now I do.”

			She said it without vanity, almost to herself. David nodded, quietly struck by how far she’d come, not just in skill, but in mindset. She hadn’t just endured. She had changed.

			The next morning was clear and already warming. They checked out of the resort just after nine—a valet brought around the SUV, still dusty from the backroads. David loaded the bags himself. Romi handed in the keys at the front desk and gave a half-smile as she turned back.

			“Too much car,” she said.

			“Absolutely,” David agreed. “But it got us through.”

			They stopped once before returning the rental, pulling into a sun-bleached plaza just off the highway. David purchased a small box, slid his folding knife inside, and dropped it into a FedEx slot. No comment, no ritual. Just something that needed to be done to keep it waiting for him in New York.

			At Sky Harbor Airport, they moved through security with the quiet rhythm of seasoned travelers. No rush, no tension. Just the muted churn of luggage wheels and the low murmur of flight announcements. Romi bought a tea and leaned against the terminal window, her posture relaxed. She didn’t scan the crowd. She didn’t flinch at the intercom. She was just…there.

			David stood beside her, watching the planes taxi across sun-baked concrete. There was calm between them at last. Not because everything was solved, but because something inside them had settled. Some corner of uneasiness had cleared.

			On the flight, she rested her head on his shoulder for part of the way. When she stirred, she murmured, “Next time we go off-grid…I won’t need you to protect me quite so much.”

			He turned slightly, meeting her gaze. “That’s not why I’m with you.”

			“I know,” she said.”

			He didn’t answer right away. But he reached over, covered her hand with his, and left it there.

			They landed at JFK just after dusk. The air was heavier but familiar. In the back of a cab crawling through Queens traffic, Romi rested her chin on her fist, gazing at the skyline as if it were both a welcome and a warning. David sat beside her, the duffel with their gear at his feet. They were home. They returned not as they were, but as who they had become.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32. 
MMA Together

			The southwest was now a memory. They were back to their former routines. Romi told David that she had been transformed by the harrowing incident in Paris and the southwest and was determined never to be a helpless victim. He knew now that he had to help her prepare for whatever might lie ahead.

			It was just after 6:30 a.m. in Brooklyn. The gym smelled like sweat and blood. Not fresh blood—but the kind that had soaked into mats and memories. Fights had happened here. Real ones. No fancy ellipticals and treadmills. No playlists. Just people training to break each other down and build themselves back up, over and over again.

			It was tucked into a basement beneath a converted auto shop in Gowanus, the kind of place you didn’t find unless you were looking for it. The sign outside was a small black triangle etched with three faded letters: V.I.T.—Violence In Theory.

			Inside were exposed brick walls. Rows of heavy bags, some patched with duct tape. Crash mats scuffed from years of takedowns. A fighting cage was welded into the far corner. No music. Just the thud of fists and the grunt of motion.

			And Romi was there. 

			She had started showing up three weeks after returning from the Southwest and their move-in together in New York City. Now back from their trip, she was fully embracing her new and busy life. Her job at the data analytics firm, VECTRAlytics, had taken off. This startup offered smart people, good money, and remote flexibility. But after hours lost in glowing screens and curated data, David knew she craved something else entirely. Something unfiltered. Something real. Something physical.

			She wanted to learn to really fight, to never again feel vulnerable physically or mentally. What she couldn’t achieve due to her petite size, she’d make up for with stamina, grit, technique, and mental focus. At V.I.T., they would make her sweat, fight, and not think. After David introduced her to the gym, it was apparent she had found the place she sought.

			It didn’t come easy. The first and second weeks left her bruised, dizzy, and sore in places she hadn’t known could hurt. Lenny mentioned discreetly to David that the other hardcore members viewed her as an anomaly and were curious to see if she would last. Still, she learned how to fall. How to breathe under pressure. How to explode into violence without warning. She had an incredibly strong mind, and she kept going back. On the way home from the gym one evening, she told David how little her long-distance runs and hot yoga sessions had prepared her for this type of training.

			Persistence was her superpower. Her motto from her Catholic schooling was “actions not words.” Several mornings each week, before the caffeine was poured, before the financial markets opened, and even before David had fully woken up, she was at the gym. After hearing Lenny’s comments, David realized that at first, no one at the gym took her seriously. He knew that since Romi was small, barely five-one, and attractive, people would assume she was passing through. He kept his ears open. He heard some longtime members mutter that she looked more like someone here for a trendy self-defense class or a cardio boost. Not a person ready to sweat through real training. Some thought she would try it once, snap an Instagram photo, and be gone by next week. Until one day, after four months, they witnessed her defeat a guy nearly 50 lbs. heavier, using a low single-leg takedown and an elbow to the ribs. Now they nodded when she walked in.

			One Thursday, David quietly followed her. He hadn’t asked her or mentioned it in advance. He just showed up. Now with newfound focus, she wrapped her hands, tied back her hair, and stepped onto the mat. Romi was mid-combat drill—gloves on, dripping with sweat, trading light contact with a bearded ex-cop from Queens—when she caught a familiar figure leaning against the far wall, arms crossed, wearing his usual all-black workout gear and displaying a half-smile, she raised an eyebrow between combinations.

			“Just observing,” David said, nodding. “This is your dojo now.”

			After class, they walked to a nearby café with concrete walls and mismatched furniture. Romi was still buzzing, riding the afterglow of a clean session.

			“I get it now,” she said. “Why you always looked so…clear-minded after training.”

			David smiled. “It does that. Puts everything else in perspective.”

			She nodded, sipping black tea and nibbling on a blueberry muffin to replenish her carb loss. “But I’m not doing this just to punch things. I’m doing it because I need to be ready. For anything. After what happened in Arizona…I don’t want to feel that unprepared and vulnerable again. Ever.”

			David studied her for a moment. “You’re not the same woman I met in that college lecture hall years ago.”

			She looked back at him, dead serious. “Good!”

			That weekend, they returned to the gym together for a private session with Lenny.

			As they were removing their hand wraps after the lesson, Lenny shared some thoughts. “You want to know the difference between what we do in here and what happens outside? He said, pacing between them. He tapped the floor beneath his feet. “This is a mat. It’s clean. Flat. Padded. When you fall here, it hugs you.” He looked at Romi. “In the street, it’s concrete. Think an oil-slicked parking lot. Curbs. Beer bottles. When you fall, it scrapes you, it breaks your wrist. Or your back.”

			He turned to David. “In here, it’s one-on-one. Padded mats, Rules. Gloves. Time limits and a referee. If someone taps, you let go.” Then Lenny’s tone darkened. “Outside? There’s no referee. There are no rules. You could be facing two opponents. Or five. Maybe one has a blade. Maybe the one behind him has a gun.” David and Romi listened in silence.

			“Here’s the truth,” Lenny said. “Seventy percent of MMA cage fights go to the ground. Nowadays, everyone trains in jiu-jitsu. Fine. But real fights? They are unpredictable. People throw wild punches. Grab clothes. Try to slam you into tables or cars. In true combat—life and death scenarios— if you hit the ground, and someone else kicks you in the head, you don’t get back up.” He looked at Romi, “So, you train for all of it. You learn to hit first. Fast. Finish. Run.”	

			Later that night, back in their apartment overlooking Carnegie Hill, Romi stood in front of the bathroom mirror. Her forearm was bruised where a block had landed incorrectly. Her knuckles were raw. From the bedroom, David watched her move with new confidence, and could tell that she loved it. She wasn’t reckless. Not posturing. Just grounded. Dangerous in the way only someone in complete control could be. They didn’t talk much that evening. They didn’t need to. Romi was building something in herself that David recognized. Steel. Forged slowly, one sweat at a time, one bruise at a time. And when the time came—if it ever came again—she wouldn’t need to be saved. She’d be ready to fight. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 33. 
VECTRAlytics

			Romi’s new Manhattan office didn’t look like a place where significant global trends and security threats were analyzed. Concrete floors, exposed beams, and espresso on tap gave VECTRAlytics the ambiance of a chic startup rather than a cutting-edge data analytics firm. Officially, VECTRAlytics specialized in advanced AI-driven forecasting, helping corporations identify emerging consumer trends, market shifts, and economic opportunities. Their client roster included car manufacturers predicting the adoption of electric vehicles, fashion designers tracking evolving style preferences, global restaurant chains optimizing their menus, and crypto investment firms analyzing market sentiment. It was a company that could just as easily pass for a trendsetting ad agency as a powerful data analytics enterprise.

			David had visited VECTRAlytics a few weeks earlier, shortly after Romi started her new role. He’d marveled then at their sophisticated technology and innovative approach. Today, he’d returned with a more pressing, if unofficial, agenda.

			Romi stood before a massive six-panel interactive display, dressed professionally in dark, tailored pants and a crisp white blouse. She offered a bright smile as David settled into one of the plush seats facing the screens. “Welcome back, Dr. Levi. Ready for another deep dive into the data-driven mysteries of the universe?”

			David chuckled softly, leaning back comfortably. “So, what do you have to show me? I’m eager to see what you’ve managed to uncover.”

			Romi swiped through several screens, demonstrating VECTRAlytics’ capabilities. “Let’s start easy,” she said. “Here’s a recent case for a major automotive client. They wanted predictive analytics on electric vehicle demand. We pulled sales data, social media trends, regulatory shifts, and even satellite imagery of charging station expansions. The results helped them anticipate regional demands and optimize supply chains.”

			David nodded appreciatively. “Impressive. And what about fashion?”

			Romi brought up another panel showing colorful trend lines. “Fashion brands are using us to pinpoint style shifts months in advance. We track social media influencers, analyze consumer sentiment, and monitor supply chain data. We forecasted a resurgence in certain vintage styles, allowing our clients to stock appropriately—saving millions in unsold inventory.”

			David smiled. “Amazing how much insight you get from seemingly unrelated data.”

			“Exactly,” Romi replied enthusiastically. “Restaurants use our analytics to optimize menus based on taste trends, economic indicators, and even weather patterns. We recently saved a national chain significant revenue by predicting a spike in demand for certain comfort foods during economic downturns.”

			David raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed. “And crypto?”

			She laughed lightly, shaking her head. “Cryptocurrency firms love us. We sift through blockchain data, sentiment analysis from forums, regulatory announcements, and international trade news. Our recent forecasting model accurately anticipated several market corrections and growth cycles, helping our clients hedge positions and profit considerably.”

			David leaned forward, intrigued. “Romi, your company clearly has incredible reach and access.”

			She nodded, turning serious. “That’s what makes our occasional government contracts so interesting. Sometimes, we analyze not only economic trends but also geopolitical shifts, conflicts, and public safety threats. Our models help NGOs and certain governmental agencies predict crises before they erupt, like social unrest or political instability.”

			David’s thoughts turned inward. “You know, Romi, I’ve been thinking about Adrian Kessler. Uri has mentioned that he leverages progressive investments and philanthropy to mask deeper involvement. I wonder if VECTRAlytics could look into his recent activities? Maybe uncover patterns related to his investments and market disruptions. Perhaps relate potential ties to areas of global instability?”

			Romi paused, appearing to consider his question carefully. “We could definitely do a discreet exploratory analysis. We have tools to cross-reference public financial activities, political contributions, and philanthropic endeavors against patterns of global disruptions. If Kessler’s using progressive or humanitarian fronts to fund chaos and instability, we’d likely spot anomalies in timing and geographic correlations.”

			David nodded. “Can we do this quietly?”

			“Absolutely,” Romi assured him. “I’ll run it personally, and only a senior analyst who understands discretion will be involved.”

			A few days later, Romi asked David to meet her at the office. The results were in. Romi looked tired but determined as she led him back to the private meeting room. Once inside, she could present the data on the firm’s multiple interactive screens. A series of interconnected maps, graphs, and timelines was projected. 		

			“This,” Romi began carefully, “is what we found about Adrian Kessler’s activities.” She pointed to a detailed map with various indicators and timelines. “We analyzed his financial movements, charitable donations, and philanthropic investments. Look here: significant donations to progressive causes, environmental groups, and humanitarian organizations.”

			David studied the clusters of data carefully. “And the connections to instability?”

			She tapped the screen, illuminating a second layer. “These are economic disruptions, political unrest, and infrastructure failures. Notice anything?”

			David widened his eyes. “They follow his donations.”

			“Exactly,” Romi said gravely. “Every major donation or financial initiative by Kessler’s firms is closely followed by regional instability. For example, he heavily funded agricultural reform in several African countries. Shortly after, those same regions faced unprecedented agricultural market collapses due to the manipulation of grain markets. He invested heavily in green energy initiatives in Europe, and critical energy infrastructure projects were suddenly sabotaged, causing market panic from which he profited.”

			David felt a chill. “He engineers instability, then profits from the chaos. Why hasn’t anyone else connected these dots?”

			“Perhaps they did,” Romi replied, her voice lowered. “Maybe the results were quietly buried. Kessler has connections—powerful ones. Look at these,” she pointed to another series of charts and diagrams. “He has financial ties to prominent U.S. politicians. Makes substantial campaign donations, invests in policy think tanks, and has board memberships in influential non-profits. He’s practically untouchable in the public eye.”

			David’s voice grew tense. “Do these ties link directly to terrorist activities or just indirectly?” 

			Romi nodded carefully. “Indirectly, but clearly. Progressive non-profits receiving Kessler’s money subsequently show connections to groups suspected of supporting extremism. These extremist activities then cause regional instability, economic turmoil, and profitable opportunities for Kessler’s investment vehicles.”

			David stepped closer, his expression serious. “Romi, this data—it’s explosive. If proven, it could dismantle Kessler’s entire operation. But it’s also incredibly dangerous. You must keep these findings secure.”

			She offered a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, David. I’ve taken every necessary precaution. The data is encrypted, backed up remotely, and only accessible through secure channels. No one outside my most trusted analysts even knows it exists.”

			David exhaled slowly. “Good. Be very careful. We need to consider how and when we share this with Uri.”

			Later, as they walked through the bustling streets of SoHo, David stopped at a crosswalk.

			Romi turned to him. “You’re not alone anymore,” she said softly, linking her arm through his. “We’re fully in this together.”

			He smiled warmly, squeezing her hand. “I’m glad we are.”

			They stepped forward, blending into the crowd, but fully aware they had just entered a crucial new chapter of their lives—one defined not by fear, but by action, determination, and the courage to face whatever came next, together.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34. 
The Gala

			The lights of the Great Hall of the Metropolitan Museum of Art shimmered off marble columns and its domed ceiling. New York City’s elite were gathered for a medical charity gala. David moved through the crowd with an effortless grace, the fine cut of his tuxedo molding to his athletic frame. He appeared every bit the dedicated young physician, one of the Rising Stars in Medicine, who were being honored that Friday night.

			He stood proudly, exhibiting a charming smile, making polite nods, and holding a glass of champagne in one hand. Behind David’s relaxed appearance was a perpetual alertness. He had already noted all three exits. The positions of the security guards. Which guests didn’t quite fit the high-society mold. Several years of leading a double life had taught him to spot trouble, or at least try to, before it arrived.

			Romi was at David’s side in a midnight blue gown and nudged him playfully. “You look like you’re calculating triage outcomes from a catastrophe, instead of enjoying yourself,” she teased under her breath.

			David chuckled softly and lifted his glass in a small toast. “Force of habit,” he murmured back. “I’ll try to act like a man having fun.”

			Romi’s dark hair was swept into an elegant twist, and she wore her confidence as noticeably as her dress. As a trained data analyst with newly developing intelligence and martial skills of her own, she understood the necessity of vigilance. But time off together was rare, and tonight was to be enjoyed.

			His free hand found hers for a moment, a gentle squeeze that conveyed his appreciation for her concern. Even in a room filled with laughter and clinking glasses, David couldn’t completely lower his guard. Not when a dangerous man like Adrian Kessler might be lurking in the shadows of their world.

			David had received a call from Uri the previous week. He, unsurprisingly, was aware of David’s nomination and forthcoming attendance at this Gala and wanted David to be alert, informing him that Adrian Kessler would be in attendance. This was now one of the charities that Kessler supported. It likely served as not only an opportunity to polish his public reputation but also to make subtle contact with potential individuals of rising accomplishment whom he might utilize for his own purposes in the future.

			A ripple of subtle tension passed through David’s mind as he reflected on this recent conversation. As if on cue, a tall figure had appeared over by the donation display. He was impeccably dressed in a custom-tailored tuxedo that probably cost more than some of the grants the charity could award. Adrian Kessler. David recognized the silver-haired financier from news articles, dossiers, and, more recently, surveillance photos Uri had supplied. In person, Kessler exuded charm and power. He moved through the crowd, shaking hands with a practiced smile on his thin lips, all the while his steel-blue eyes scanned like a predator.

			David felt Romi’s grip on his arm tighten.

			“Is that?” she whispered, keeping her expression neutral so as not to draw any onlookers’ attention.

			David gave a slight nod. “He’s a major donor tonight, apparently,” he replied under his breath. 

			It didn’t surprise him that Kessler would court the city’s medical community for goodwill. He aimed to counter the narrative that he’d champion liberal causes on Monday. Yet by Friday, he’d arm extremists for a quick profit. Seeing him here set David’s nerves on edge.

			Kessler caught sight of them. Before they could fade into the crowd, he excused himself from a politician and strolled smoothly in their direction.

			“Dr. Levi!” Kessler greeted, voice warm and cultivated. “Marvelous event tonight. I’m so glad I can finally meet you in person. I see you are saving lives in style.” He extended his hand.

			David took it, maintaining a polite smile even as he felt the weight of Kessler’s gaze. “Mr. Kessler, a pleasure.”

			Next to him, Romi offered a gracious nod but not a handshake, playing the role of supportive partner.

			“This is Romi Morgan,” David introduced her, careful to keep his tone steady.

			Kessler turned a charming smile to Romi. “Of course. I’ve read about your startup’s innovative data analytics. Delightful to meet you in person. I see you’ve left Trident. Wish you were working with my team at Bancroft. I’ve also heard impressive things about your recent analytical insights. Such curiosity can be admirable—or dangerous.”

			Romi smiled courteously. She was shocked that he’d know who she was and where she had been involved before she left for her new position, and now it seemed he was aware of her recent data inquiries.

			“Thank you, Mr. Kessler. We’re admirers of your philanthropic work.” The small talk felt as fragile as porcelain, ready to crack.

			Kessler’s eyes flickered with something keen as he regarded them. “Well, I admire talented young people shaping the future. We need more of you. Enjoy the gala,” Kessler said lightly. “And Dr. Levi, do give my regards to your uncle. I haven’t seen him since that conference in Tel Aviv. I trust he remains well.”

			With a final genial nod, Kessler stepped away to greet another donor, leaving David and Romi momentarily speechless. David’s uncle Yaakov, a brother of Aunt Miriam, had indeed attended a medical conference in Tel Aviv. It was a private, security-cleared event where David had spoken 18 months ago. At the time, David had never heard of Kessler. There was no legitimate way Kessler could have known that Yaakov was David’s uncle, nor any reason to mention it tonight except as a signal. A threatening warning that meant he knew that David and Romi were more than they appeared to be, and he was fully aware of the details of their lives.

			“He knows,” Romi said under her breath, her smile frozen in place as a socialite acquaintance passed by, oblivious to the couple’s distress.

			David nodded once. “Perhaps it’s best that we leave. Now!” They placed their half-finished drinks on a passing waiter’s tray and began walking calmly toward the exit, as if stepping out for a breath of fresh air. Outwardly appearing collected, David’s mind churned through scenarios. How much did Kessler actually know? This familiarity was clearly no coincidence. Was this an intimidation tactic or the prelude to an attack?

			Romi, ever perceptive, had already slipped off her red soled high heels as they reached the coat check area. “Just in case I have to run,” she murmured, a determined glint in her eyes that David found equal parts worrisome and admirable

			The cool night air greeted them on the steps of the art museum. The street was quieter than usual. Just a few parked limousines and the distant horns of Manhattan traffic. David scanned the sidewalk under the guise of wrapping an arm around Romi’s shoulders. She walked barefoot, carefully on the cool stone and concrete.

			David’s tuxedo felt tight across his shoulders as he scanned the block. His arm encircled Romi’s waist, not for romance, but for protection. Too quiet. A black Lexus SUV idled at the curb, low rumble audible. Tinted windows. Lights on. His body tensed.

			“Stay close,” he said, barely audible. 

			Then it began.

			Two men stepped from the museum’s eastern flank. Tall. Heavyset. One lifted a hand to his ear, muttering into a mic. Coordination. Professionalism.

			A third man stepped out of the SUV. Broader than the others. Deliberate. Measured. Eyes locked on David.

			They were boxed in.

			The lead thug spoke with artificial calm. “Dr. Levi. Mr. Kessler would like a word.” David didn’t answer. The man’s right hand moved inside his jacket.

			Bad idea.

			David lunged forward, trapped the assailant’s wrist mid-motion, and slammed his elbow into the man’s temple. Bone connected with bone. The thug crumpled. His weapon, a collapsible baton, clattered uselessly to the ground. David shoved him aside.

			Romi screamed.

			The second thug had grabbed her by the upper left arm. Fast and brutal. He dragged her back toward the SUV, lifting her partially off the ground. One shoe dropped from her hand to the pavement. Her feet flailed midair. David recognized the type: the man’s grip would be iron, digging into Romi’s skin. A bruise would form on her bicep.

			But her right hand was still free.

			Crack.

			The heel caught his left cheek. Skin tore. Blood splattered. Bone exposed by the strike. He screamed. Loosened his grip. Romi pulled away.

			She didn’t fall. Instead, she spun around on her bare feet. She gained momentum. She again stabbed him with the heel of her shoe. It sank into his right side, just above the belt line, aiming for his liver. The man shrieked, hands flying to his ribs.

			David was already on the third man. The big one from the SUV.

			He didn’t posture. He attacked. Fists up. Boxer’s stance. He slammed David into the railing of the steps.

			David twisted inside the grip. Drove his knee into the man’s inner thigh. Delivered two quick body shots. Left to the liver, right to the jaw.

			The big man stumbled.	

			Romi didn’t wait. She snatched her heel from the pavement. The attacker raised his hand to strike David again.

			She charged and brought the shoe down like a spike into the webbing between the attacker’s thumb and index finger. The man howled and jerked away.

			David refocused and finished him. He grabbed the assailant’s collar. Twisted his weight. Slammed the man headfirst into the stone stair rail. The body sagged and dropped.

			“Behind you!” Romi shouted.

			The first thug, bloodied and groggy, was standing up, baton in hand.

			David turned. Sidestepped the swing. Grabbed the man’s arm. Turned. Drove his face straight into the hood of the SUV. The man collapsed. All three were down.

			Breathing hard, David paused for a moment to assess the situation.

			Romi stood barefoot, holding both heels again. One slick with blood. Her chest heaved with adrenaline. Her arm was already swelling where she’d been grabbed.

			“You good?” David asked.

			She winced and flexed her fingers. “For now, I’ll probably be bruised like hell tomorrow.”

			Sirens cut through the night. One block, maybe two blocks away.

			David didn’t hesitate. He grabbed her hand. They ran. She was still barefoot. Her heels clutched like war trophies. They vanished into the dark side streets of Manhattan toward their co-op. No one followed. Just silence. 

			They rounded the corner and ran into an alley. David glanced back to ensure they weren’t followed. For now, it seemed that they were safe. Both of them were breathing hard. Romi’s hair had come loose. One of David’s cuffs was stained with a drop of someone else’s blood.

			“So much for a relaxing evening,” David said wryly, a strained half-smile on his lips.

			Romi let out a short, nervous laugh. “Your idea of galas and nightlife is seriously flawed, Doc.”

			David couldn’t help but chuckle. “I guess I should bring my knife next time, but it would cause an unsightly bulge in my tuxedo.”

			Romi responded, “You owe me not only a pair of shoes, but a pedicure.”

			She assured David she was fine to walk the twelve minutes to their apartment in Carnegie Hill. Their gallows humor masked a grim reality. Adrian Kessler had discovered their identities. He was taking harsh measures, possibly to eliminate them. David’s mind was already racing ahead. They needed to contact Uri––fast. The clandestine struggle that David had balanced with his medical career now involved Romi as well. There was no telling how far Kessler would go to guarantee that he and Romi were eliminated or neutralized. The chase and fight had begun.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35. 
Kessler, The Morning After

			The city murmured beneath them, but the sound now felt different. Less like the comforting hum of eight million lives and more like the low growl of something predatory. From the Carnegie Hill co-op’s tall windows, the glow of the Upper East Side should have softened the edge of the darkness. Should have given the illusion of safety. But illusions had been shattered the night before.

			David stood in the kitchen, his hands wrapped around a ceramic mug, though he wasn’t drinking. The coffee inside had gone cold. His eyes were fixed not on the cup, but on the memory that kept replaying. Dark-suited men with purposeful movements. The firm grip that had reached for Romi during the gala, like someone laying claim to merchandise they were owed.

			Romi sat on the arm of the couch, barefoot, her head resting lightly against the wall. The silk dress from the night before lay crumpled and draped over a chair in the bedroom. The gala had rattled her. Not visibly. She wasn’t built that way. Her silences had gotten longer. When she did speak, her words carried more protective armor than their usual spark. Her left arm was bruised from being grabbed.

			“The men who attacked us knew exactly who we were,” she said suddenly, breaking the silence that had settled between them.

			David looked up. “What?”

			“The men last night. One of them said, ‘Dr. Levi, Mr. Kessler would like another private word with you.’

			David set down his mug with deliberate care, as if sudden movements might shatter what remained of their sense of security. “I know, that means he’s been watching us. But for how long?”

			“Long enough to know our names and specific details about our lives,” Romi said. “Long enough to know we’d be there.” She pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. “David, what if it had ended differently?”

			“But it didn’t.” David moved to the couch and sat beside her. “And we got lucky.”

			He stood abruptly, pacing to the window. The early morning sun cast long shadows across the hardwood floor, but even the light felt different now. It was harsher, more revealing. He finally said, “We need help.”

			“From whom? The police? ‘Excuse me, officer, but some well-dressed men politely asked us to have a conversation with their boss at a charity gala, and I’m concerned about their evil intentions.” Romi’s voice carried a bitter humor. “They’ll think we’re paranoid, or totally crazy.”

			“Not the police.” David pulled out his phone, scrolling through his contacts until he found the number he was looking for.

			“Uri?” Romi asked, looking up. “Do you think he can help?” Romi became quiet for a long moment, her analyst’s mind working through the implications. Finally, she added. “The alternative is waiting to see what Kessler’s next move is. And I don’t think I can live with that uncertainty.”

			“I think he’ll want to know what happened…I’ll contact him now.” The phone was answered on the third ring. David informed Uri of last night’s events. After a pause, Uri’s instructions were “Hungry Gorilla. East 74th and Lexington. Noon.” The line went dead.

			David told her of Uri’s cryptic instructions.

			She looked at him. “Well, that was characteristically Uri.”

			“At least he didn’t hang up immediately.” David checked his watch. “That gives us three hours.”

			“Three hours to what?” she said. “Prepare? How do you prepare for a conversation with Uri Barak about why an international criminal wants to eliminate you and your girlfriend?”

			The casual way she said it, girlfriend, made David happy. Hearing her claim the label, even in jest, felt another small victory against the uncertainty surrounding them.

			“We prepare by being honest about what we know and what we don’t,” David said. “And by deciding how far we’re willing to go to protect ourselves.”

			Romi replied, “How far are we willing to go?”

			~

			The Hungry Gorilla had the kind of curated charm that made it look almost accidental. Every surface, every flicker of warm pendant light was engineered for tasteful nonchalance. The logo, framed in blackened steel behind the counter, showed a cartoonish gorilla grinning beneath a top hat, balancing a precarious stack of pastries. Nobody ever looked at it too long, but everybody knew it was there.

			David sat at a reclaimed-wood table near the back, his elbows on the edge, his fingers tented loosely as he scanned the room. The café buzzed with the kind of midday energy that suggested productivity and purpose. David felt separate from it, as if he and Romi existed on a different frequency from the other patrons.

			Romi nursed a cup of jasmine green tea. Her usually bright eyes were dulled with fatigue. They’d spent the morning replaying the events of the gala, analyzing every detail, every possible meaning. Analysis only went so far when the subject was a shadow they couldn’t quite define.

			At seven minutes after noon, Uri Barak appeared.

			He didn’t enter so much as materialize, sliding through the café’s atmosphere like smoke given form. He wore a dark sports coat over a white shirt, collar open, no tie. His gray hair was slightly disheveled, as if wind had negotiated with him but lost. He moved with the fluid precision of someone who’d learned long ago that drawing attention was often fatal.

			Uri sat opposite them without greeting, just a glance and a nod that somehow conveyed both acknowledgment and assessment.

			“Good, you’re both on time,” he said, folding his napkin with surgical precision.

			“Nice to see you too,” David replied dryly.

			“Always a pleasure,” Romi added, though her voice carried more wariness than warmth.

			Uri’s eyes moved between them, reading expressions, body language, the spaces between words. He joked, “Don’t eat the poppy seed thing. Tastes like the baker should have had more practice.” 

			Despite everything, Romi managed a thin smile.

			David didn’t.

			“We’re here,” David said without preamble. “We need help. What do you know about Adrian Kessler?”

			Uri exhaled slowly and leaned back against the booth’s cushioned back. “Not enough to sleep soundly. Too much to pretend he’s not the reason you almost got abducted.” He paused while a waiter dropped off an espresso and a small fig tart he hadn’t ordered. Uri lifted the espresso cup but didn’t drink it yet. “Let me tell you a story. Then you can ask questions.”

			He took a careful sip, as if the ritual helped organize his thoughts. “Adrian Kessler wasn’t born evil. He was born during a cold Budapest winter in 1961, in a Communist-era tenement where the heating worked sporadically and hope was rationed like bread.”

			“So, he’s what, sixty-four now?” Romi’s analytical mind was already working.

			“Sixty-three. His father, a failed mathematician turned tax bureaucrat, taught him early that life was a zero-sum equation. There were the players, and there were the played. His mother tried to soften the edges, but kindness was a luxury they couldn’t afford.”

			David leaned forward slightly. “Shaped by deprivation?”

			“Deprivation, yes. But also by obsession.” Uri’s voice carried the cadence of someone who’d studied his subject extensively. “By eight, he wasn’t playing soccer with the other children. He was solving chess puzzles and reading smuggled copies of Forbes, learning about American robber barons. He didn’t want to play the game. He wanted to own the board.”

			“How did he get out of Hungary?” Romi asked.

			“A cousin in England. Saw the kid had something rare. A combination of ruthless intelligence and complete emotional detachment.

			Arranged a scholarship to Eton.” Uri took another sip of espresso. “Kessler landed in the UK at fifteen with a duffel bag and a chip on his shoulder the size of the Iron Curtain. Learned to speak like an aristocrat, dress like royalty, and think like a con artist.”

			Romi was paying close attention. “How did he do academically?”

			“Brilliantly, he’s very gifted,” Uri responded. “And then he won a scholarship to a prestigious University.”

			“Oxford?” David guessed.

			“Of course. Philosophy, Politics, and Economics.” Uri confirmed. “The holy trinity of future world-shapers. He was charismatic when it served him, but always disciplined. Never drank too much. Never fell in love. Never let emotion cloud his judgment.”

			Romi crossed her arms. “And after Oxford?”

			“He spent several years in European Financial Hubs. London, Frankfurt, Zurich. He learned the mechanics of currency speculation and the risk and reward behind these financial wagers. He soon realized that the risk was negligible if the circumstances could be controlled.”

			Uri paused and asked a passing server for another espresso before continuing.

			“Since you asked for all the details, he’s believed to have been active in the early to mid-nineties. He would have been around the same age you are now, David. He was investing heavily in Israeli defense and security markets. Those sectors surged in value after a wave of terrorist bombings. The timing was convenient, too convenient, but we were never able to tie him directly to any of it. No hard proof. Just shadows.

			Uri moved his cup to the side and leaned in closer.

			“Here’s where it gets interesting. He shorted the Russian ruble during the 1998 financial collapse. Made a fortune off borrowed money while entire economies crumbled.” Uri’s expression grew darker. “Then used those profits to build Bancroft Holdings. A fortress of shell companies with the transparency of a fog bank.”

			“That’s where the real game started,” Uri continued, his voice dropping lower. “While others ran from chaos, he ran toward it. Political unrest. Currency fluctuations. Border conflicts. He saw volatility as opportunity. It moved the pieces faster.”

			David tapped his knuckles against the table. “It sounds vague. Like chasing shadows.”

			“That’s exactly how he operates. Never directly. Never in plain view.” Uri leaned forward conspiratorially. “Want specifics? He funded both sides of the Kosovo conflict through different intermediaries. Sold arms to the militias, then provided humanitarian aid to the refugees. Bet against the dinar, then offered reconstruction loans.”

			Romi’s eyes narrowed. “He profits from the problem and the solution.”

			“Precisely. And it gets more sophisticated.” Uri pulled out his phone, scrolling through what appeared to be encrypted files. “2008 financial crisis? Three of the banks that failed had received mysterious injections of capital six months earlier—just enough to make their collapse more spectacular and profitable for those betting against them.”

			“You’re saying he caused the financial crisis?” David’s voice carried disbelief.

			“Not caused. Accelerated. Amplified. And benefited. Kessler doesn’t create chaos; he’s not that powerful. But he has an extraordinary talent for identifying unstable systems and giving them just the right push at just the right moment.”

			Romi leaned back, processing. “So, he’s not a traditional villain. He’s… what, a chaos investor?”

			“Poetic,” Uri said dryly. “He funds green initiatives while investing in offshore drilling. He supports populist uprisings as a means of leverage, then bankrolls establishment candidates who promise stability. He’s playing both sides of every conflict that matters.”

			“But why?” David asked. “What’s the endgame?”

			Uri set down his cup and fixed them both with a stare. “Control. Not governmental control. That’s too visible, too vulnerable. Market control. Information control. The ability to determine which way the wind blows and profit from every direction it takes.”

			A young woman at the next table laughed loudly at something on her phone, the sound jarring against the weight of their conversation. Uri waited for the moment to pass before continuing.

			“He operates through a network of foundations and think tanks. The Kessler Institute for Global Resilience. The Progressive Democracy Fund. The Climate Action Collective.” Uri’s voice carried disgust. “All legitimate-sounding organizations that do just enough real work to maintain credibility while serving as fronts for data collection and influence operations.”

			“What kind of data?” Romi asked, her professional curiosity overriding her fear.

			“Everything. Voting patterns, economic behavior, social media sentiment, medical records, financial transactions. He’s building predictive models that can forecast social unrest, market crashes, political upheavals with frightening accuracy.”

			A chill ran down David’s spine. “And then he positions himself to profit from those predictions.”

			“Exactly. But here’s what makes him truly dangerous. He doesn’t just predict chaos. When his models show a profitable opportunity, he creates the conditions to make it happen.”

			Romi’s voice was tight. “You’re talking about orchestrated terrorism.”

			“Not terrorism per se to push an ideology. Kessler aims to create situations that lead to his ultimate economic success. He often uses chaos, confusion, and fear as tools in this financial warfare. He can also be subtle. A carefully timed currency manipulation here, a strategic media leak there, a few well-placed bribes to delay crucial legislation. He destabilizes systems, then sells stability to the highest bidder.”

			“And violence?” David asked. “Has he ordered killings?”

			Uri was quiet for a long moment, his fingers drumming silently against the table. “Nothing provable. However, whistleblowers tend to disappear around him. An American regulator who came forward about suspicious trading patterns was found dead in his car three days later. Apparent heart attack, but the autopsy was inconclusive. A journalist in Prague was investigating Bancroft Holdings when she fell from her apartment balcony. The investigation concluded it was suicide.”

			“Jesus,” Romi whispered. “He doesn’t get his hands dirty,”

			Uri continued. “But he has resources, connections, the ability to make problems disappear with surgical precision. Think of him as a conductor. He doesn’t play the instruments, but he controls the symphony.”

			David looked around the café, suddenly hyperaware of every face, every movement. “Why us? What did we do to get on his radar?”

			Uri held up his hand and began counting off on his fingers. “First, you disrupted his operations. Tower Hamlets in London wasn’t just a rogue cell planning random terror attacks. That was part of Kessler’s pipeline for a dirty bomb scenario targeting central London’s financial district.”

			“A dirty bomb?” Romi’s voice rose slightly before she caught herself and lowered it. “David, you helped stop a dirty bomb?” Her eyes widened as she glanced at him.

			“The radiological material, the delivery system, the timing, all of it was designed to create maximum economic disruption with minimal actual casualties. Kessler doesn’t want to destroy London. He wants to crash the pound and profit from the recovery.”

			David felt sick. “And we interfered with that.”

			“You didn’t just interfere. You helped uncover the entire network. Do you have any idea how much money Kessler lost when that operation was rolled up?” Uri’s smile was grim. “Conservatively? Two billion dollars in potential profits.”

			“Second,” Uri continued, “you know too much. Romi’s analysis of financial patterns and David’s connections to intelligence networks. Together, you represent a unique threat to his operations. His entire model depends on staying hidden, operating in the shadows. But you’ve seen the mechanics.”

			Romi’s hands shook slightly as she reached for her tea. “So even if we do nothing…just knowing what we know makes us targets?”

			“Correct. You’ve seen behind the curtain. That’s the sort of knowledge Kessler doesn’t let walk around unsupervised.” Uri’s voice took on a harder edge, “Third. Ego. Adrian Kessler has many sins, but his most prominent is pride. Being outmaneuvered by a physician and a data analyst who are both connected to intelligence agencies? That wounds him personally.”

			“He’s not emotional,” David protested.

			“No, not in the way you might think. He’s calculating. But that calculation includes the maintenance of his reputation. If he doesn’t respond to being beaten, he looks weak to the people who fund his operations, the governments that give him access, the criminal networks that do his dirty work.”

			“Fourth,” Uri said, leaning forward, “you’re still dangerous. Individually, either of you would be manageable. David’s medical expertise, Romi’s analytical skills—useful, but containable. But together? You bridge medicine, finance, journalism, and intelligence. You can see patterns others miss and have the credibility to make people listen. That makes you a statistical anomaly and a nightmare.”

			Silence fell over their table, broken only by the ambient sounds of the café and the occasional hiss of the barista’s steam wand. David could feel Romi’s tension radiating beside him like heat.

			“So, what does he want now?” David asked, finally. “Our silence? Our disappearance?”

			“Initially, probably silence. Kessler prefers elegant solutions. He’d rather compromise you than kill you. Dead martyrs attract attention, but discredited witnesses fade into obscurity.” Uri’s expression grew darker. “But if you can’t be bought or intimidated, then yes. Disappearance becomes the preferred option.”

			“How would he do it?” Romi asked, her voice steady despite the subject matter.

			“Car accident. Home invasion gone wrong. Food poisoning from a bad batch of oysters. Kessler specializes in plausible deniability. He’s never linked to anything directly, but people who threaten his interests have a statistically improbable number of unfortunate accidents.”

			David exhaled slowly. “Where does he operate from?”

			“Multiple locations. A penthouse near Central Park for his legitimate business interests. A compound in the Vienna woods for more private meetings. Offices in Zurich. A yacht that moves between the Mediterranean and the Caribbean depending on the season.” Uri’s smile held no warmth. “He likes expensive suits, string quartets, and creating market crashes. Keeps a rotating series of female companions to manage his art collection and social obligations. Swaps them out every few years like cell phones.”

			“Charming,” Romi muttered. “What about personal weaknesses? Addictions? Family?”

			“None. No children, no pets. Doesn’t drink heavily. Doesn’t gamble unless he can rig the outcome. He treats human connection like a security risk. He believes the world runs on chaos,” Uri said, his tone growing more serious. “And that chaos is just another currency to be bought, sold, and manipulated. From his perspective, he’s not evil. He’s just more honest about how power really works.”

			David looked up. “So, what do we do?”

			Uri leaned back, studying them both with those dark, calculating eyes. “You don’t run. That’s what he expects. It makes you easier to track. You don’t hide, same problem. Gather intelligence. Build alliances. Learn to be hunters instead of prey.”

			“You’re saying go to war,” Romi said flatly.

			“I’m saying, prepare to be hunted. And learn how to hunt back.” Uri reached into his jacket and pulled out a small flash drive, placing it on the table between them. “This contains everything we have on Kessler’s network.

			David picked up the drive, feeling its weight. So small, yet containing information that could reshape their understanding of their situation. “What exactly is on here?”

			“Patterns. Anomalies. Financial transactions that only make sense if you assume someone wanted instability rather than profit. Arms deals that coincidentally occurred just before border tensions flared. Charitable donations that smoothed over suspicious deaths.” Uri’s voice grew clinical. “There’s also a list of Kessler’s known properties, his security arrangements, the identities of his key lieutenants.”

			“And what are we supposed to do with this?” Romi asked.

			“Study it. Understand it. Use it to stay one step ahead.” Uri’s expression softened slightly. “Look, I’m not recruiting you for some grand crusade against international crime. I’m giving you the tools to survive a very specific threat.”

			“But you want something in return,” David said. It wasn’t a question.

			Uri’s smile was sharp. “Eventually. For now, consider it an investment in keeping two valuable assets operational.” He paused, then added, “There is one immediate favor I’ll ask.”

			“Which is?” “Don’t get yourselves killed. It would be inconvenient for my long-term planning.”

			Despite everything, Romi almost smiled. “Your concern is touching.”

			“I have my moments.” Uri stood, brushing imaginary crumbs from his sleeve. “A few pieces of practical advice before I go. First, vary your routines. Kessler’s people are good at pattern recognition. Second, assume your communications are being monitored. Use different devices, different networks, coded language when possible, particularly in emails and texts.”

			“What kind of coded language?” David asked.

			“Nothing elaborate. Medical terminology works well. Kessler’s people will assume you’re discussing patients. Financial jargon for Romi’s work. The key is to sound boring and professional.”

			“Third,” Uri continued, “trust your instincts. If something feels wrong, it probably is. Kessler’s operators are skilled, but they’re not invisible. You’ll sense them if you’re paying attention.” Eili’s tone grew lighter, almost conversational. “One last thing,” he smiled. “If either of you ever receives an invitation to a roundtable discussion on economic resilience or global stability, don’t go. That’s Kessler’s preferred method for eliminating problems while maintaining plausible deniability. ‘Tragic plane crash claims lives of promising young professionals’ plays much better in the media than ‘Economist and physician found dead in apparent murder-suicide.’”

			The casual way he delivered this information, as if discussing the weather rather than potential assassination methods, made David’s skin crawl.

			“Any questions?” Uri asked.

			Romi looked at the flash drive, then back at Uri. “How long do we have?”

			“Before he moves again? Hard to say. Kessler is patient when it serves him, but the gala incident suggests he’s feeling pressured. I’d guess weeks rather than months.”

			He turned to leave, then paused at the edge of their table. “Oh, and one more thing. If either of you gets the urge to research him online, don’t waste your time. You’ll only find charity galas and photos of him shaking hands with ministers and tech CEOs. If you want to learn about Adrian Kessler, keep your phones off and your instincts sharp.”

			With that, he slipped through the café’s midday crowd with the ease of a shadow slipping from the light, one moment beside them and the next already gone. David and Romi remained silent for several minutes, processing what they had heard. Around them, the café continued it’s normal rhythms. Laptops clicking, conversation flowing, the espresso machine hissing its mechanical song.

			Finally, Romi spoke. “What now?”

			David stared at the empty espresso cup Uri had left behind, a small ceramic reminder that their conversation had been real, not some paranoid fantasy.

			“Now we find the next thread. And pull.”

			He pocketed the flash drive, feeling its weight like a promise and a threat combined. “We learn everything we can about Adrian Kessler. And then we figure out how to make him regret ever learning our names.”

			The game had started. They were no longer just potential victims.

			They were players.

			“David,” Romi said, “When this is over, remind me never to go to another charity gala.”

			Despite everything, David found himself smiling. “Deal. Though I have a feeling our social calendar is about to get more complicated.”

			They walked out into the afternoon sun, two people whose lives had just been irrevocably changed by the weight of dangerous knowledge and the attention of a man who treated human lives like market commodities.

			Behind them, the Hungry Gorilla continued its daily business, indifferent to the fact that it had just hosted a conversation that would reshape the balance of power in a shadow war most people never knew existed.

			The real work was about to begin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36. 
Shadows in Washington

			Special Agent Marcus Odom navigated the polished halls of the J. Edgar Hoover Building with practiced ease. His stride measured. His sharp gaze fixed ahead. Marcus had grown up in a home that valued education and discipline. His father, James, was a dedicated high school history teacher. His mother, Flo, was a compassionate registered nurse. They had instilled in him a respect for learning and a desire to serve others. His outstanding academic record earned him admission to the University of Georgia on a merit-based scholarship, a point of pride for Marcus and his family. Despite the attention he garnered on the football field as a formidable middle linebacker, academics always remained his primary focus. Balancing rigorous studies with the intense demands of collegiate athletics taught Marcus to manage pressure effectively. A skill that would prove invaluable later in life.

			During his time at Georgia, Marcus pursued a degree in criminal justice, driven by a passion for law enforcement and a keen interest in the workings of the justice system. Football opened an unexpected door when he was drafted in the third round by the New York Jets. The bright lights of the NFL were exhilarating but short-lived. One and a half seasons into his promising career, a devastating ACL injury abruptly ended his football career, forcing Marcus to rethink his future.

			Resilient and focused, Marcus seized the opportunity to redefine his path, enrolling in a master’s program in forensic psychology. The complex intersections of criminal behavior and investigative techniques fascinated him, fueling his ambition to enter federal law enforcement.

			Upon graduation, he was accepted into the prestigious FBI Academy at Quantico. His exceptional athletic training, combined with his sharp analytical mind and unwavering discipline, made him stand out among his peers. Marcus quickly distinguished himself, rising swiftly through the ranks and earning the respect of his instructors and fellow trainees alike.

			It was now late evening, and most of the Bureau had emptied, leaving only a skeleton crew manning the desks. Marcus had long grown accustomed to late hours; that was when the most crucial breakthroughs occurred. He approached his office, a small but orderly space with walls lined by shelves of thick case files, interspersed with photos from his past life. His favorite was a photo of him in a New York Jets jersey, younger and less burdened. His desk held neat stacks of current case notes, a single lamp casting a warm glow over his workspace.

			Tonight, Odom was focused solely on one case: Adrian Kessler. For months, Kessler had been a phantom. Untouchable, his movements always a step ahead. Marcus had chased hundreds of leads, from encrypted banking transactions in Zurich to clandestine meetings in Dubai. Now, a thread had appeared, linking Kessler directly to shadowy political figures in Washington. It was this thread that Marcus intended to pull until the entire tapestry unraveled.

			He settled into his chair, flipping open a thick manila folder marked simply AK-POLITICAL CONNECTIONS. The file contained financial statements, surveillance photos, intelligence briefs from CIA informants, and a web of interconnected relationships between Kessler’s Bancroft Holdings and influential Washington insiders. Marcus had painstakingly mapped these connections. Lobbying groups, anonymous donations, campaign funds moving discreetly through dark money organizations, all leading back to Kessler. He was reasonably adept at computer and data searches, but his true superpower was dogged determination, like an old-school detective—and that’s how some of the information he now had was acquired.

			Marcus adjusted his glasses, eyes narrowing as he studied the newest intel he’d uncovered. One senator stood out. Senator Harold Mullins from Virginia. Mullins was the chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee, an influential and highly respected figure, and a vocal proponent of stronger cybersecurity and defense measures. Yet, buried deep within Mullins’ financial disclosures were several curious payments from offshore entities indirectly linked to Kessler’s Bancroft Holdings.

			Marcus scribbled notes, cross-referencing campaign contributions with recent legislative decisions. Each time Mullins sponsored bills benefiting certain tech corporations, sizable donations flowed mysteriously into his re-election fund from entities obscured behind layers of shell companies and nonprofits. It was subtle, almost invisible, precisely the type of arrangement Kessler favored.

			Marcus felt a quiet thrill of discovery mixed with professional caution. Exposing a sitting senator was risky. It demanded absolute certainty and discretion. He flipped open his laptop and launched an FBI analytics program, meticulously inputting the data. Algorithms whirred, pattern recognition confirming his instincts. Mullins was compromised. He had become one of Kessler’s valuable assets, maneuvering legislation to benefit Kessler’s agenda.

			Hours passed unnoticed until Marcus glanced at the clock: 1:45 a.m. The building had fallen utterly silent. He closed the laptop, packed the most sensitive documents into a secure briefcase, and headed out. He knew he needed to speak with Director Temple first thing in the morning. This evidence was explosive.

			Marcus descended into the building’s underground parking garage, now deserted. The sound of his footsteps echoed softly, accompanied by the occasional flicker of a faulty fluorescent light overhead. As he approached his unmarked black sedan, something prickled at the edge of his senses. Instinct, honed by years of FBI training and earlier years reading offensive lines on NFL fields, made him slow his pace subtly, eyes scanning the shadowed corners of the garage.

			Then he saw them. Two figures moving silently between cars, positioning themselves between him and the garage exit. 

			He later learned during the subsequent investigation that they had gained entry to the FBI’s underground garage using a stolen maintenance contractor’s badge. It had been lifted from an unsuspecting worker at a nearby coffee shop earlier that day. 

			When Odom finally reviewed the security footage, the details of the event played out with unsettling clarity. Two figures in coveralls moved through the checkpoint unnoticed, indistinguishable from the night crew. Inside the garage, they weaved through the rows until his government-issued sedan came into view. They settled into the shadows beside it, patient and deliberate, waiting for the ambush

			Marcus felt his pulse quicken. Adrenaline seeped into his veins. His senses sharpened. He kept moving casually, pretending not to have noticed them. Though his body was coiled and ready. He discreetly reached beneath his coat, hand closing reassuringly around the grip of his service weapon. As Marcus approached his vehicle, a voice came from behind him, smooth and controlled. “Agent Odom, hold it right there.”

			Marcus turned slowly. They knew who he was. The two men stood a few yards away, dressed in maintenance uniforms, their faces partially shadowed beneath baseball caps. The taller one stepped forward, flashing a pistol fitted with a silencer. “Your briefcase,” the man said coldly. “Now! We understand you’ve been making unnecessary inquiries, too bad.”

			Marcus assessed them swiftly. Professionals. Calm but confident. He realized immediately they weren’t simple muggers. These men probably worked for Kessler. They knew what he had discovered, and they intended to bury it—and probably him—right here.

			“Easy now,” Marcus said slowly, hands raised slightly, his voice calm. “No need for anyone to get hurt.”

			The shorter man closed the distance, reaching for the briefcase. Marcus moved suddenly, driving his elbow sharply into the man’s chin. The attacker staggered back, dazed by the impact. Marcus pivoted smoothly, drawing his weapon just as the taller assailant aimed his pistol. A muffled shot popped from the suppressed handgun, missing Marcus narrowly as he dove behind a concrete pillar. He fired two quick rounds. Forcing the gunman to seek cover behind a parked SUV.

			The shorter attacker had recovered. He lunged toward Marcus with a knife drawn from his waistband. He managed to knock the pistol from Marcus’s hand. Marcus then sidestepped swiftly, gripping the man’s wrist tightly. He used the attacker’s momentum against him, slamming him brutally into the pillar. The knife clattered across the floor. The attacker collapsed as he lost consciousness. Marcus retrieved his gun.

			Marcus didn’t hesitate. He turned back toward the shooter, closing the distance quickly. He zigzagged through the garage’s dimly lit rows of cars, as if he were going through an offensive line. Bullets whizzed past, pinging sharply against metal. Marcus ducked low, rolled across the pavement behind a car. His heart was racing. His mind remained focused. This was close-quarter combat, exactly what he’d trained for.

			He counted silently to three, sprang up swiftly, and fired twice at the shooter. The man grunted in pain. Staggered backward. Blood seeped from his shoulder. Before he could recover, Marcus closed in, knocking the gun away. With a sharp kick, he sent it skittering under a parked Chevrolet.

			Marcus squared off, stance wide, fists raised defensively. The attacker charged in desperation. He threw a wild punch. Marcus deftly blocked it. Pivoted on the balls of his feet. He countered with a powerful right hook to the man’s jaw, followed by a swift uppercut. Marcus felt the satisfying crunch of bone as the attacker’s jaw shattered.

			The wounded man dropped to his knees, incapacitated. Marcus quickly cuffed him, securing his wrists behind his back. He called radio dispatch; his voice was surprisingly calm and authoritative. “Garage level three. Two assailants neutralized. I need backup immediately.”

			Within minutes, the parking garage swarmed with agents and emergency vehicles. Marcus, breathing heavily, briefcase still secure, watched as the attackers were loaded into FBI custody. As paramedics checked him, he saw a familiar figure approaching. Asst. Director Temple, his face grave with concern.

			“Marcus, you alright?”

			Marcus nodded slowly. “Yeah. Took some hits, but I’m fine.”

			He looked at Temple with puzzlement. “How did you get here so fast?”

			“I was working late in my office. I heard the dispatch alert.”

			“Do you know who these people are?” Temple asked, “And why did they want to attack you?”

			Without a moment’s hesitation, Odom said. “I’m pretty certain they’re Kessler’s people.” Marcus exhaled deeply, a rare note of exhaustion in his voice. “I think they knew exactly what I was working on. Mullins, Kessler, everything.”

			Temple’s jaw clenched. “We’re getting close now. Too close for them, apparently.”

			Marcus handed the briefcase to Temple. “The evidence is airtight. Mullins is compromised. Kessler’s fingerprints are all over it. They tried to silence me tonight, which means we’re right about all of it.”

			Temple took the briefcase solemnly. “We’ll handle it from here. But Marcus, you’re personally involved now. This isn’t just a case. It’s open war. Are you sure you want to stay on it?”

			Marcus met Temple’s gaze steadily, unflinching despite the ache in his bones and the fatigue in his muscles. “More than ever. I’m not backing off, not after tonight. Kessler and everyone he’s corrupted, they’re going down.”

			Temple nodded, a slow respect in his eyes. “Then we move swiftly, but with care and discretion. We’ll keep at it until it ends.”

			As Temple walked away, Marcus leaned against a nearby car, finally allowing himself to feel the sting of his bruises and the emotional drain of the encounter. But inside, something more substantial had been ignited. Determination. Kessler had shown his hand, revealing his fear. Marcus Odom knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he was closer than ever to bringing justice to those who had been betrayed, exploited, and silenced. With resolve etched on his face, Marcus Odom straightened, ignoring his superficial aches and pain. The fight was far from over. Tonight had shown him something crucial. Adrian Kessler was vulnerable, and Odom was ready to see it through.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37. 
Hospital Encounter

			David rubbed his eyes as he stepped into the deserted hospital corridor. It was nearly midnight on Friday, and he had just finished dictating his last case of the day. In the harsh fluorescent light, wearing only rumpled surgical scrubs and sneakers, David felt the fatigue in his bones. The halls of the outpatient wing were silent—clinic rooms dark, the nurses’ station empty, and most of the staff long gone. He exhaled, eager to head home for a hot shower and a few hours of rest.

			He was halfway to the elevators when a sudden shiver of instinct made him pause. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of movement in the dim hallway ahead. Two figures cautiously emerged from the shadows near a row of vending machines, their footsteps quiet but purposeful. They obviously weren’t hospital staff. Both wore black denim jackets and thin leather gloves and were moving in unnerving sync. David’s pulse quickened. He forced himself to stay calm. Every sense was now on high alert. This late at night, in a secured area, whoever they were, they weren’t here by accident.

			“Dr. Levi,” one of the men said in a low, almost polite tone that echoed in the empty hall. He took another step forward. The second man fanned out slightly, attempting to flank David.

			They were trying to box him in against the wall. His mouth went dry. The first man’s right hand was tucked unnaturally inside his jacket, a telltale sign of a concealed weapon. David’s mind raced. Two assailants, possibly armed, and he with nothing but his ID badge.

			David raised his hands reflexively to appear compliant while his eyes darted for an escape. “It’s late, friends,” he said, voice steady with a forced calm. “Pharmacy is closed. Maybe I can help you find the exit?” His dry humor barely masked his dread.

			The men didn’t reply. Instead, the closer attacker lunged forward, hand emerging with the glint of a gun fitted with a suppressor. All pretense dropped. Adrenaline dumped into David’s veins, time seeming to slow.

			In that split second, David acted on instinct. Just to his right was a tall rolling laundry cart piled with used scrubs and linens left by Environmental Services. With a desperate grunt, he shoved the heavy cart hard. Crash! It barreled into the lead attacker’s knees. Linens and cloth exploding out in a plume of dirty fabric. The man cursed as he stumbled backward. Entangled in dirty sheets and worn scrubs. The second assailant dodged aside, momentarily surprised by the improvised barrage of laundry.

			David didn’t wait to see more. He spun on his heel and sprinted back the way he came. His heart hammered as he raced down the corridor, shoes squeaking on the polished floor. Think. He knew this wing intimately. It was where he spent long hours reading scans and performing procedures. It was a maze of rooms he could use to his advantage. Behind him, the attackers recovered. They gave chase. Their footfalls pounding.

			Ahead on the left was the door to the outpatient imaging suite. David’s ID badge was clipped at his waist. As he skidded to the door, he fumbled placing the badge against the reader. Beep! The lock clicked open. He slipped through and slammed the heavy door behind him. He heard a thud as one attacker crashed against it, and the handle jiggled violently. “Open it,” a muffled voice growled from the other side.

			Breathing hard, a satisfying clack echoed from the lock. This door would slow them down, but only temporarily. It wouldn’t hold forever. They could shoot the lock or find another way in. The suite was a dead end, except for the main hall door and a secondary entrance through radiology control, both of which were now likely covered by the intruders.

			David took a precious second to glance around. The imaging suite was dark except for low emergency lighting. Directly ahead lay the control room with its computers. Beyond a large glass window, the MRI scanner room. To the side, a door led to the CT scan room, and further down the corridor was the ultrasound area. Not many hiding spots. The MRI suite caught his eye again. The big sign with a red warning: Magnet Always On – Caution: No Metal Beyond This Point. In that instant, an idea sparked. Outside, there was heavy banging. The attackers battered the door. Soon, the shooting would begin. David darted across the control room, swiping his badge again to enter the restricted MRI chamber.

			He slipped inside, pushing the door almost closed behind him but inadvertently leaving it ajar a few inches. The MRI room was bathed in a dim bluish glow. The machine’s giant circular bore loomed in the center like a sleeping beast. Even at rest, the 3-Tesla magnet hummed faintly. 3-T was the strongest generally available magnet and had special imaging capabilities as well as safety precautions. David had spent many hours in this room scanning patients. Tonight, this hulking machine might be his only ally.

			He pressed his back against the wall near the door, trying to steady his breathing. In the silence, he could hear the assailants forcing their way through the outer door. Metal clattered. He heard the sound of a heavy kick. It wouldn’t be long now. David’s hands trembled. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple. He was unarmed, cornered, and fighting two professionals. He had an advantage. His knowledge of the environment. His mind flashed back to the mandatory MRI safety training. “Remember, the magnet is powerful enough to rip a wrench out of your hand from several feet away.” Powerful enough to do more than that to an unwary gunman.

			He positioned himself deeper into the MRI room. Against the back wall. Out of the immediate line of sight from the doorway. The plan forming in his head was a risky one. Lure them in and let the MRI’s magnetic field do its thing. Crash! The imaging suite door finally gave way. He heard hurried footsteps and the low mutter of the two men. A flashlight beam sliced across the control room window, sweeping the MRI chamber. David ducked lower behind the MRI gantry.

			“He went in there,” an accented voice said, just outside the MRI room. The door was now fully open. One attacker stepped inside cautiously, gun first. David recognized him as the one he’d tripped with the laundry cart. A stocky silhouette now limping slightly. The man’s pistol was raised, equipped with a bulky suppressor. A red laser sight dot danced on the wall as the intruder scanned the room.

			David pressed himself flush against the wall. His only chance was to let the man come fully inside. The lined walls of the MRI room made it eerily quiet. In the stillness, David could hear the man’s clothing rustle, his breathing tense.

			Another footstep. The attacker was in the suite. His weapon swept the corner of the room opposite David. The second assailant hovered right at the threshold behind the first. Gun drawn. David’s muscles tensed. A little further… just a little more. The first attacker edged forward. A yard into the room. Gun up. The muzzle swung past David’s hiding spot. In that instant, the MRI’s magnet caught hold of the weapon.

			It happened fast. One moment, the gun was in the man’s hands. The next, it wrenched sideways with a sudden, violent force. The attacker shouted in surprise as the pistol was yanked toward the MRI machine. Ripped out by an invisible hand. Clang! The gun slammed against the MRI’s bore with a metallic thud. It was stuck there, quivering. The weapon was going nowhere. Caught off guard, the man stumbled forward. He reached out instinctively to snatch back the gun. It was firmly plastered high inside the machine.

			“What the—!” he hissed, eyes wide beneath his surgical mask.

			For a precious heartbeat, both attackers were stunned. The unexpected physics of the room shattered their plan. David didn’t hesitate. Summoning every bit of courage and training, he launched himself from behind the door with a feral yell. He drove his shoulder into the disarmed man’s side. He knocked him further off balance. They collided hard. The man was solid and heavy, but momentum and surprise were on David’s side. They tumbled towards the MRI machine. The assailant crashed into a wheeled stool, sending it skittering loudly across the floor.

			The second attacker cursed and lunged in after David, wisely placing his firearm on the control room desk outside to avoid the magnet’s pull. He charged bare-handed. Now David faced two enemies in close quarters. He had only his wits and a split-second advantage.	Gritting his teeth, David drove an elbow into the first attacker’s ribs. Lunge toward your enemy. A sharp oof told him he had hit the mark. The man responded with a wild swing of his fist. The punch glanced off David’s left shoulder, numbing his arm. Pain flared, but David twisted away. He used the semi-darkness and tight space to keep the disarmed attacker between him and the second man. It was a blur of chaotic motion in front of the MRI’s gantry.

			The disarmed assailant recovered and grabbed at David’s torso. He tried to wrestle him to the ground. David caught a forearm and twisted it violently. The attacker grunted, surprised by his agility. David felt a grim satisfaction. Anatomy was his specialty, and he knew how joints liked to bend and how they shouldn’t. He wrenched the man’s arm, sending pain shooting up into his shoulder. Cartilage and tendons popped. The attacker howled, stumbling to one knee.

			Before David could follow up, the second man barreled into him from behind, finally closing the distance. The two hit the MRI gantry hard. David’s back slammed into the solid metal housing, knocking the wind out of him. He saw stars as his head whipped back against the bore’s rim. The second attacker was on him, trying to pin David’s arms. He was taller and had the advantage of leverage. David felt himself being lifted. His feet were scrambling for traction on the slick floor. The man’s forearm pressed cruelly against his throat.

			Choking, David acted on pure desperation. His right hand was free enough to move. He brought it up in a claw-like strike and raked at the attacker’s face. His fingers caught the edge of the man’s eye, digging into fragile skin and cornea. The attacker yelled. He loosened his rear choke just a fraction. David sucked in a ragged breath and then delivered a backward head-butt. He cracked the back of his skull against the attacker’s nose. There was a sickening crunch and a scream of pain as the grip around his neck was released.

			Gasping, David dropped to his knees, chest heaving.

			The second attacker staggered back. Both hands reached up to his profusely bleeding nose.

			David’s own head swam from the impact. A dull pain throbbed at the base of his skull. He couldn’t relent. He scrambled forward, away from the MRI. He put space between himself and the attackers. The first man, cradling his wrenched arm, was struggling back to his feet, now between David and the exit. Through the haze of adrenaline, David noted something glinting at the man’s waist—a metal belt buckle. An idea flashed. He snatched the small plastic step-stool and hurled it toward the man’s legs. The lightweight stool wasn’t a heavy weapon, but it made the attacker instinctively step back closer to the MRI bore. It was exactly as David hoped.

			In a blink, the magnetic field seized on the man’s belt buckle and metal zipper. The attacker’s midsection lurched toward the machine. “Not again—!” he shouted, panic in his tone. He twisted, trying to resist the pull, but his balance was already compromised.

			David lunged and shoved him hard from behind.

			With a yelp, the man was pulled off balance and slammed into the MRI, his head striking the hard casing with a dull thud. The attacker slumped against the machine. He crumpled to the floor, dazed or unconscious. His body finally still.

			One down. David whipped around, chest burning, to face the remaining assailant. The second man had recovered from the head-butt. He grabbed an IV pole from the corner of the room and swung it at David like a club. David’s stomach clenched at the sight of the pole. There was nowhere to run. The man blocked the doorway. In the close quarters of the MRI room, David knew he was at a disadvantage if that pole found its mark. 	

			The attacker feinted, swinging the pole to herd David back toward the MRI magnet. David circled warily, sweat dripping down his brow into his eyes. His back bumped against the MRI table, jostling it. He felt the edge of the gurney against his thigh. He realized it wasn’t locked in place—it could easily slide. The attacker lunged forward with a thrust aimed at David’s midsection. David threw himself sideways and simultaneously shoved the wheeled MRI table with all his strength.

			The heavy gurney rolled unexpectedly fast on its tracks, catching the man off guard. The table’s corner struck the attacker’s hip, spoiling his attack. The pole hit David’s upper arm. A flash of pain ripped across his shoulder. David bit back a scream. The pain was intense, but not disabling. He forced himself to ignore it. The attacker stumbled from the hit of the sliding table, and David seized the moment.

			With a hoarse shout, David tackled the man around the waist. They crashed against the MRI room door, spilling into the control room. The door flung open from their weight. They tumbled onto the hard linoleum. Free of the magnet’s influence, the attacker scrambled to regain dominance, throwing a punch at David’s ribcage. It connected, sending a bolt of agony through David’s side. He gasped. Possibly a cracked rib, his medical mind warned, as pain flared with each breath.

			They grappled on the floor in the flickering light from a single computer monitor. The attacker was strong. David’s limbs were heavy with exhaustion and pain. The man managed to roll on top of David, pinning him. A knee pressed into David’s abdomen while rough hands latched onto his neck, squeezing. David’s vision began to tunnel as he was strangled. Desperate, he groped blindly on the floor beside him. His fingers brushed something solid and cylindrical. A fire extinguisher was mounted under the desk. This control room was shielded and outside of the range of the MRI’s magnetic influence.

			Summoning the last reserves of strength, David wrapped his hand around the extinguisher’s handle. He swung it upward with a guttural roar. The metal canister connected with the attacker’s temple with a thunk. The man’s grip instantly slackened. His eyes rolled back as he slumped to the floor, motionless, beside David.

			David lay on his back, staring at the ceiling tiles. The fire extinguisher was still clutched in his trembling hand. He was dizzy and aching all over. The choke hold had nearly finished him. His neck throbbed with each raspy breath. For a long moment, the only sound was both men’s labored breathing. His own and the attacker’s shallow gasps beside him.

			He struggled to sit up, wincing as pain lanced through his ribcage. The control room swam in and out of focus. One attacker was out cold by the MRI machine. The other lay next to David, groaning softly but not moving. David gingerly touched the side of his head. No blood, just an enlarging goose egg forming where he’d hit the magnet housing. His left shoulder ached.

			For a moment, he closed his eyes and allowed himself a tremulous, shaky exhale. It was over. He’d survived. The reality of it crashed into him. He, a physician, had just fought off two armed attackers inside his own hospital. A dry, incredulous laugh bubbled up in his throat at the absurdity. “So much for a quiet Friday night,” he murmured to no one.

			David needed to move quickly. To secure the attackers and call for help. Using the desk for support, he climbed unsteadily to his feet. The room spun as he tried to steady himself, one hand braced on the wall. He staggered back into the MRI chamber, where the first assailant lay crumpled. The man began to stir, a low groan escaping his lips. Not good, he’d be dangerous if he came to. David spotted thick Velcro restraining straps, used to hold patients still during scans, attached to the MRI table. Working quickly despite his pain and fatigue, David dragged the semi-conscious man a few feet and cinched one strap around his wrists and another around his ankles. The attacker mumbled a curse, weakly resisting. A quick, tight pull secured him to the base of the MRI gurney. He wasn’t going anywhere.

			David returned to the second man, who was still not moving following the extinguisher blow. From a cabinet, he yanked out several pieces of intravenous tubing. Kneeling with difficulty, David bound the man’s wrists behind him and secured his ankles together. As he worked, a hot wave of anger and adrenaline-fueled nausea flooded him. Who were these guys? Why attack him here, like this? He had a sinking feeling it was connected to the dangerous games he’d been drawn into. Games far from the sanctity of medicine. Was this Kessler seeking his revenge?

			Just as he twisted the last piece of IV tubing in place, the silence was broken by the distant echo of shouting voices in the corridor. Security finally arrived. Someone must have heard the commotion, or the forced door triggered an alarm. David allowed himself to slump against the wall, raising one hand weakly in the direction of the noise. “In here!” he croaked, voice hoarse from choking. He coughed and tasted blood. Maybe from a split lip or just the aftertaste of fear.

			A flashlight beam sliced through the busted doorway of the suite. Two hospital security officers appeared, eyes wide at the scene. Broken door, scattered debris, a man in torn scrubs, two incapacitated intruders. One of the officers, a burly man David knew as Carl, rushed to his side. “Doctor Levi, is that you? Oh my God! Call a code gray and call the police!” Carl barked to his partner, who ran off to radio for backup and the NYPD.

			“It’s okay,” David managed, his voice shaky but intact. He gestured to the tied-up attackers with a grim attempt at humor. “They…uh, missed their appointment.” His sarcasm came out weaker than he intended, but it was enough to let Carl breathe a sigh of relief that David was conscious and lucid.

			Carl, who had formerly been a cop before taking early retirement for this security guard position, quickly checked that the attackers were indeed restrained and disarmed. The one near the MRI was cursing and struggling feebly against the straps, but he was going nowhere. The other remained limp.

			“Don’t try to move,” Carl said firmly to David, easing him back to sit on the floor. “You’re hurt. What happened here?”

			David winced as he propped himself against the wall. A dozen replies flitted through his mind, from the truthful “I was attacked” to the facetious “just another night shift”. He settled on a terse summary. “They jumped me in the hallway. Chased me in here. They had guns…I think they wanted to kill me.”

			The realization hit him fully as he spoke it out loud. Talking made his throat ache. There was no doubt now. This was an attempted hit, not a random mugging.

			Carl’s face hardened. “Bastards,” he muttered, eyes flicking to the subdued intruders. “They’re not getting away with this.” The security officer’s walkie-talkie crackled with incoming chatter: police were en route, along with EMTs.

			As David waited, a belated chill washed over him. In the adrenaline rush, he hadn’t truly processed fear, but now his hands began to shake. He pressed them together tightly to hide the tremor. His mind raced. Who had sent them? He had a very strong suspicion. Names and events tumbled in his memory. The events in London. Somerton. Confidential data that Romi had shared. The attack outside the gala. And Kessler, the man whose shadow loomed over all of this. If Kessler had ordered this hit, then David’s quiet double life had been blown into the open most violently.

			The distant wail of police sirens grew louder by the second. David closed his eyes for a moment as the security officer hovered, recounting the situation urgently into the radio. In the darkness behind his eyelids, he saw flickers of the fight. The flash of the gun flying. The shock on the attacker’s face. His own desperate swing with the extinguisher. It felt unreal, like a scene from someone else’s life. He was a doctor. He healed injuries, not inflicted them. Yet here he was, battered and bruised from a battle to save his own life.

			When he opened his eyes, he caught sight of the MRI still holding the first attacker’s pistol tight against its bore. In the absurdity of the moment, David almost managed a smile. The MRI had literally disarmed his assailant. He made a mental note to thank the physics of magnetic fields. He chuckled inwardly at how the radiology department chairman would react on Monday morning. I’ll have to file an incident report about a gun stuck in the MRI, he thought, enjoying the dark, wry humor. Good luck finding that in the policy manual.

			Several minutes later, NYPD officers stormed in, guns drawn, quickly taking control of the two assailants. Paramedics followed close behind. Amid the flurry of questions and chaos, David stayed quiet, answering only what he had to. Yes, he was the victim. Yes, he fought back in self-defense. He pretended he was lucky and tried to remain quiet about his years of grueling combat training. No, he didn’t know who they were or why they targeted him. At least, not anything he could say out loud. He had caught sight of one attacker’s face in the dim light of the imaging suite. A crew cut, a squarish face, and a cold gaze filled with hate. A face he didn’t recognize. The man glared at David even as he was led away in cuffs, saying nothing. The other attacker was still dazed and partly unconscious as paramedics lifted him onto a stretcher.

			An NYPD sergeant crouched next to David, taking his statement in an efficient and sympathetic tone. David stuck to a simple story. He was leaving work. These two came out of nowhere. He tried to escape and improvised a defense with the MRI and whatever he could grab. It was mostly true, if missing a huge motive. The sergeant whistled low when he heard how David had used the MRI magnet.

			“Quick thinking, doc,” he said, eyeing the developing bruises and David’s torn scrubs. “Not many people would’ve kept cool like that.”

			David forced a tight smile. “Trust me, I wasn’t cool. I was terrified.” That, at least, wasn’t a lie.

			As an EMT examined him, David felt a surge of conflicting emotions. Confusion as to why this attack had occurred. Relief at surviving. Anger at being targeted. Dread about what would come next. This was no longer something he could sweep under the rug of his everyday life. The police would likely dig in and possibly involve federal agencies, given the nature of the attack. Could that mean Special Agent Marcus Odom might soon be on the scene?

			The NYPD sergeant was still asking routine questions, unaware of the larger puzzle. David answered automatically, but his mind was already spinning beyond this hallway, anticipating the next moves. If Kessler had sent these men tonight, he wouldn’t stop now.

			If the FBI’s Agent Odom got involved, David would be forced to walk a razor’s edge, maintaining the careful illusion of a well-meaning physician while shielding the hidden aspects of his covert life. Odom had played a role in the earlier events back in Philadelphia. His instincts had already led him to question David’s actual involvement. He hadn’t said as much, but the curiosity in his eyes had lingered. He was sharp, quiet, and far too perceptive.

			The paramedics insisted on taking David to the ER for a thorough check-up, given his injuries and the choking he sustained. He finally relented, too exhausted to argue. As they guided him out in a wheelchair, an ironic and unnecessary role reversal for a doctor, David caught a glimpse of the shattered imaging suite. The reality of violence had invaded his workplace sanctuary.

			He closed his eyes against the swirl of police activity. His thoughts centered on the bizarre nature of the situation. “Next time I stay late at the hospital, I’ll make sure to schedule a security escort. Or at least avoid empty hallways.” It was a bad joke, but the alternative was to start screaming in frustration. But David had gotten very good at maintaining composure, no matter how much his two lives bled into each other—sometimes almost literally. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 38. 
The Doctor Becomes the Patient

			Sunlight was peeking through the blinds of the hospital room when David woke to a dull ache in his ribs, neck, and shoulder. He realized he must have dozed off in the Emergency Department after last night’s ordeal. They had taped gauze over the lump on his head and placed a pressure bandage snugly around his torso to support what turned out to be a cracked rib. He insisted on looking at the images himself. He mused on the irony that now he was personally experiencing the shadow world and its truth. He felt like he’d been put through a meat tenderizer. Still, he was alive.

			David eased himself upright with a groan. Someone had kindly left a set of clean scrubs on the chair for him. As he dressed, each movement small and stiff, he replayed fragments of last night, already feeling surreal in the morning light. The hospital’s day shift was bustling outside the door, oblivious to the life-or-death struggle that had unfolded mere hours ago. The extent of his exhaustion led him to sleep longer than he had realized. He had just tied the drawstring of the scrub pants when there was a brief knock and the door creaked open. A tall figure in a charcoal-gray suit stepped in, moving with quiet confidence.

			“Dr. Levi?” the man asked, though he clearly already knew the answer. He flashed a badge case from inside his jacket. “I’m Special Agent Marcus Odom, FBI. Mind if I come in?”

			David felt a jolt of recognition at the name and remembered the face from the past. He was here in person, right on cue, after the near assassination or abduction. So, the feds were already on this, he thought. Was he on a special list?

			David managed a cordial nod. “Of course, Agent Odom. Please, Come in.”

			Agent Odom stepped inside and quietly closed the door. He moved with a certain grace despite his size, a hint of athleticism in the way he crossed the room. David subconsciously straightened his posture.

			Odom’s eyes held a keen intelligence. He offered David a polite, professional smile as he pulled the visitor’s chair over to the bedside. “How are you feeling this morning, Doctor?” he asked, voice deep, professional but gentle. There was genuine concern there, but also a layer of probing curiosity.

			“Sore, but I’ll live,” David replied wryly, his throat still raspy. He motioned to his neck. “Just another day at the office, right?”

			One corner of Odom’s mouth twitched in what might have been the ghost of a chuckle. “I’ve seen the security footage. ‘Another day at the office’ isn’t how I’d describe what happened.” He rested his forearms on his knees, leaning in slightly. “You were very lucky last night.”

			“Lucky,” David echoed, remembering the terror and pain, resisting the urge to rub the bruise on his neck. “That’s one word for it.” They regarded each other for a moment. David tried to remain composed under that calculating gaze. He assumed Odom wasn’t here just for a wellness check.

			The FBI agent’s presence meant this had escalated beyond a simple assault case. Odom seemed to be very thorough. He mentioned to David that he had been assigned to a new task force. Now, agents in larger territories, such as the northeastern US, maintained involvement with former cases when new evidence arose.

			“I’m glad you’re okay,” Odom said sincerely. Then his tone shifted to a more investigative timbre. “The two men who attacked you are both in NYPD custody. Our joint task force is working with them. The unconscious one woke up in handcuffs a couple of hours ago. They’re not talking, at least not yet. No IDs on them, wiped clean. We suspect these were professional hires.” He paused, eyes searching David’s face for a reaction.

			David kept his expression one of mild shock and confusion. The appropriate look for an innocent victim. Inside, however, his stomach clenched. Professional hires. That confirmed these weren’t just random thugs.

			“Given the nature of the attack, the Bureau is taking an interest,” Odom said, “especially since this incident may intersect with another case I’m involved in.”

			“Another case?” David asked, careful to sound merely curious.

			Odom nodded slowly. “Yes. The circumstances around Greg Somerton’s death a while ago.”

			He let the silence work, watching David for a tell. When none came, Odom said, “The agency flagged you as a possible person of interest tied to potential illegal funding. Your name was on Somerton’s phone.”

			David kept his voice even. “What I told you before hasn’t changed. I called Bancroft Holdings about rolling over a 401(k). They referred me to Somerton. One short call, a follow-up voicemail, nothing else. It went nowhere.”

			A tight ache pressed behind his ribs at the sound of Somerton’s name. He kept his eyes on a neutral point over Odom’s shoulder and made sure his face stayed still. “Somerton…I heard about that,” he said softly. “Car accident, wasn’t it? Tragic.”

			The agent tilted his head slightly. “That was the initial assumption. But certain details didn’t add up. We were able to retrace the GPS data on his car. It had not been too far from your former home in New Hope…very curious. We now believe Somerton’s death was not an accident at all, but a targeted hit.” Odom’s lips pressed into a thin line. “What puzzles me is why Somerton would be targeted. And now, why you, a doctor he happened to associate with briefly, was nearly killed in a tactical-style attack.” He let that hang.

			David inhaled slowly. He feigned contemplation while his heart thumped. “Are you suggesting the two are related? That someone is targeting me?”

			“Perhaps,” Odom said evenly. “Did Somerton share anything with you? Any financial research findings or concerns that might have been sensitive?” The directness of the question made David uneasy. He gave a practiced shrug.

			“He talked briefly with me, and I realized he and his firm weren’t right for my financial needs. I’m an imaging specialist. Not a Fortune 500 CEO.” David hated lying and suspected that Odom already knew more than he was revealing. David also felt particularly guilty about Somerton because his medical involvement had been a transition point. His actions in treating him had crossed the guidelines of medical ethics.

			Agent Odom studied David silently for a long moment, as if weighing the truth of that statement. David met his gaze steadily, channeling the earnest bewilderment of a man who truly wished he knew why he was attacked. He hoped it was convincing.

			Finally, Odom sighed and leaned back, glancing at the small window where daylight streamed in. “Dr. Levi, I have to ask, do you have any idea who might want to harm you? Off the record, even a wild guess? Now’s the time to tell me, for your own safety.”

			There it was, an offer to come clean. David could almost feel the secrets he carried pressing at his lips. He was so tired. Tired of lying. Tired of the fear that followed him like a shadow. Part of him yearned to tell Odom everything. About Mossad and his growing involvement. About what they suspected regarding Kessler. About the true details regarding the hit on Somerton. The FBI agent seemed genuine and competent. He could help shoulder this burden.

			But in the next breath, David remembered what was at stake. Kessler had tendrils in high places. Exposing the truth prematurely could get more people killed, including Romi or himself. The Mossad had entrusted him with this role. He couldn’t break cover now, especially when the game was still afoot. Trusting Odom entirely wasn’t an option, at least not yet.

			David managed a weary, apologetic smile. “Agent Odom, I wish I did. My life…It’s pretty ordinary. I try to save lives, or at the very least, improve them. I write academic articles that I hope others will read. I don’t have time to make enemies, unless it’s a jealous colleague or someone envious of my gorgeous girlfriend.” He tried to soften the conversation with a slight joke. “This whole thing is like something out of a nightmare. If I think of any reason—anything at all—I’ll call you immediately. I promise.”

			Odom’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes suggested he wasn’t entirely satisfied, like he knew a great deal more than he was expressing. Still, he nodded and reached into his jacket. “I appreciate that, Doctor.” He produced an embossed business card and handed it to David. “That’s my cell number on the back. Day or night, call if something comes to mind, or if you feel unsafe. I’m serious.”

			David accepted the card with a slight tremor in his hand. “Thank you. I will.”

			The agent rose to leave, but hesitated. He towered over the bed, regarding David with a hint of softer concern. “You know,” Odom said, almost conversationally, “I watched that security footage. For a physician, you handled yourself remarkably well. Most people wouldn’t have thought to use the MRI as a giant magnet trap, let alone manage to subdue two armed attackers barehanded.” He raised an eyebrow. “Ever serve in the military, Dr. Levi?”

			David felt a tiny jolt. He hadn’t expected that question. He forced a chuckle, though it came out more like a cough. “Me? No, no military. I did some self-defense classes in med school, good stress relief. Believe me, last night was 90% terror and 10% improv. I don’t exactly plan to make it a hobby.”

			At that, Odom did smile, a genuine if brief grin. “Let’s hope you won’t need to. Leave the combat to us, huh?” He headed for the door, then paused with his hand on the knob. “One more thing… the two men are in custody, but whoever sent them is still out there. I think we both know they weren’t working alone. We’re going to investigate every lead, and Dr. Levi, we will uncover the truth. In the meantime, watch your back. We can arrange a protective detail if you want.”

			David shook his head gently. “I’ll be cautious. I have some friends looking out for me.” “But I’ll certainly let you know if I need the FBI’s help.”

			Odom opened the door and glanced back one last time. There was something unspoken in his face, a mix of skepticism and respect. “Take care, Doctor, I really mean it.” With that, he left, the door clicking shut behind him.

			The moment he was alone, David let out a long breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. His hands were damp with sweat. The conversation had been cordial, but it felt like walking through a minefield. Marcus Odom was sharp. He clearly sensed there was more to him than a simple doctor caught in a bad situation. David hoped he had given nothing away. But Odom’s lingering gaze told him that the agent would continue to keep a close eye on him.

			He stood and stretched carefully, grimacing at the ache in his ribs. Peering out the small window, he saw Odom cross the parking lot below, heading for a black sedan. The agent took a phone call as he walked, his expression hardening. He was probably receiving an update on the attackers. Then Odom looked up, almost as if sensing David’s eyes on him from above. David stepped back behind the curtain reflexively. His heart skipped a beat. Paranoia, he chastised himself. He can’t possibly see you.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39. 
Decisions

			A soft knock sounded at the door. Relief swept through David the instant he saw Romi. Her blue eyes were edged with worry. She was more than just his partner. She was the steady presence in a life that was often chaotic. Fiercely intelligent, endlessly resourceful, and one of the few who knew the whole truth, Romi grounded him in ways no one else could

			She slipped into the room. “Hey,” she said gently. She wore a casual hoodie and jeans. David noticed the dark circles under her eyes. It looked like she hadn’t slept all night. “I came as soon as they would let me see you. God, David…are you okay?”

			He managed a tired smile. “You know me. Hard to kill.”

			Romi carefully wrapped him in a hug, mindful of his injuries. David winced slightly but hugged her back with one arm. The warmth of human contact eased some of the cold tension that Agent Odom’s visit had left.

			“I’m okay,” he murmured. “It looks worse than it is.”

			She stepped back, scanning him from head to toe. The bruise peeking above his collar, the bandaged head, the way he sat a bit stiffly, protecting his injured ribs.

			“They told me what happened. Two guys in the hospital? That’s insane, even by the standards of… well, whatever this is your in, or we’re in.” Her voice shook slightly on the last part. She quickly cleared her throat and put on a brave face, a trace of her usual dry wit returning. “I leave you alone for one night and you turn the MRI suite into a fight club.”

			David huffed a quiet laugh. “I promise I won’t redecorate any more hospital rooms without you.” He gingerly sat back on the edge of the bed, and Romi pulled the chair closer to face him.

			Her humor faded as she got serious. “This was a hit. Kessler’s people?”

			David nodded grimly. “Who else? They came straight for me. No demands, no theft. They were there to abduct or eliminate me, I’m sure of it. Likely because we’re getting too close to whatever Kessler is up to, or possibly just because he is vengeful. He’s likely livid that his attempt at the gala didn’t succeed. I’m certain he’s a man who isn’t accepting of failure.” He lowered his voice.

			Romi continued. “You’ll need to tell Uri, if he doesn’t already know.” 

			“I already spoke with Uri,” David said. “Around four this morning, right after the first round of police questions. He sounded extremely concerned. He said he would ‘escalate security measures and inquiries.’ Whatever that ends up meaning.”

			Romi nodded.

			“He hinted it could mean more operators nearby, tapping law enforcement feeds to watch for threats, maybe even letting the Mossad team step up their involvement with Kessler.

			She hesitated, then added, “It’s probably how the FBI got involved so fast. Uri might have discreetly tipped them off to put pressure on any leads. That, and the NYPD flagged the feds once they saw how professional these attackers were.”

			David rubbed a hand over his face. “Speaking of which, Special Agent Odom was just here. He knows something’s off. He was asking about Somerton, about why someone would target me. He’s not buying that I’m just a lucky doctor in the wrong place.”

			Romi frowned. “Marcus Odom. You mentioned him months ago. Smart guy. Plays by the book, but not afraid to chase weird leads. We should be careful. Last thing we need is the FBI digging into possible Mossad operations and detaining you for your “unauthorized cooperation” with them.

			“Yeah,” David agreed softly. “At the same time, he seems like a good guy and has offered to help. Part of me was tempted just to tell him. Everything. To get some official backup.” He gave Romi a weary smile. “It’s exhausting, carrying this weird, secretive pressure largely alone.”

			Her expression softened, and she placed a hand over his. “You’re not alone, David. You’ve got me. And Uri’s pulling strings. We’ll get through this.” Then she smirked faintly. “Besides, imagine the paperwork if you confessed to an FBI agent that you’re a Mossad part-time asset. Nobody wants that.”

			He managed a genuine laugh, despite the pain it caused in his ribs. Trust Romi to find the humor in the darkest moments. “Fair point. I’d rather avoid an international incident or paperwork and bureaucratic red tape on top of everything.”

			Romi had brought two cups from the local bodega. She took a sip of black tea and then handed the coffee cup to him. “Here’s caffeine, and I added sugar to yours for energy. Doctor’s orders, right? You look like you could use it.”

			He accepted gratefully and drank. It was a bit too sweet, but the familiar taste was comforting. He needed the sugar to boost his energy, as it had been many hours since his last meal. “Thanks.” He savored the coffee, gathering his thoughts. “We need to decide what to do next. Clearly, Kessler wants me out of the picture. He definitely knows that you are with me now. He did seem very aware of who you were when we briefly met at the gala.” 

			Romi gave a worried nod, pulled out her phone, and thumbed through some saved notes. “I did some digging while I waited for permission to see you. Kessler may be up to something big. There’s chatter that he’s appearing at an international security conference in D.C. next week. He’s strutting around in public, acting like he’s a respectable businessman or something. I think he’s at least trying to soften his image publicly. Bold, considering what we suspect about him.”

			David arched an eyebrow. “A conference? That’s news. What kind of conference?”

			“It’s one of those high-level summits with people from multiple disciplines—government officials, tech leaders, security experts. The focus is about the intersection of various aspects of technology and global security. If I recall, its official title is International Security and Technology Forum. I suspect that Uri might have some participation in it. It would make sense that Israel would partly sponsor such an event, and he’d be involved through his embassy affiliations. And guess what, they have a panel on emerging medical technologies and global threats. Sounds like a perfect place for a physician who is now well published in this area to give a talk, no?”

			She looked at him meaningfully.

			David blinked, realization dawning. “You think I should try to attend? As a speaker? I bet Uri could arrange something like that. It might be our best opportunity to confront Kessler face-to-face. Maybe we can get him to stop and give us back our lives.”

			Romi sat in the hospital chair beside him, silent. She appeared grateful that he’d survived the night’s events. The relief was there in her eyes, but the set of her shoulders never eased. The room hummed with the sound of monitors as she kept her quiet watch.

			David dozed, the toll of recent events starting to show their effect. 

			Romi took this opportunity to text Uri and discuss the conference in Washington. Sometime later, a buzz broke their quiet as a message pinged on David’s phone: Looking forward to seeing you in D.C. Rest up and prepare your talk, invitation attached by email, U.

			David showed her the message, and Romi smiled. “Looks like we have our answer. I suspected that an invitation might have been en route. Uri or his agency likely orchestrated this conference access, and may be thinking the same things we are. After all, what better way to put you and Kessler in a neutral setting, with a chance to observe him? He’ll be the cat among the government canaries, and you’ll be… well, the doctor with a keen interest in security. I’m just not certain what the endgame is or how it could possibly play out. It seems like we’re looking at shadows, but haven’t yet discerned their meaning.” 

			David ran a hand through his hair, wincing as that motion stretched his sore side. “So, after nearly getting myself killed last night, I’m supposed to head to Washington and play academic at a conference, all while rubbing shoulders with the man who likely sent those killers?” He couldn’t keep the note of incredulity out of his voice.

			Romi shrugged, offering a half-smile.

			“Welcome to the world of espionage. Maybe a forced encounter will help us discern what Kessler really wants, once and for all. We can’t go on with dangerous, unexpected attacks.”

			David nodded in agreement.

			Romi continued, “When I competed on the beam, the only way past fear was to mount and move. You steady your breath and take the first step. The best way to overcome fear is to walk right into the lion’s den with a smile, because that’s the last place the lion expects you to be.” 

			Her voice turned measured. “Just so you know, I followed your suggestion. I forwarded the VECTRAlytics data to Agent Odom and, of course, to Uri. As expected, no response.

			David gave a small nod. “You did the right thing. That was the right call.” He paused, his expression fraught with frustration. “This whole situation is spiraling. I’m not sure anymore how to fight an enemy I can’t even see clearly.”

			Romi smiled faintly. “Didn’t you teach me that Krav Maga is about meeting force with force, attacking directly instead of retreating or hiding?” She tilted her head, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “And didn’t you once tell me you studied similar principles in karate, years ago? If I remember right. It taught you not to stay fixed in one place. Not to retreat in a straight line. To redirect. To lead your opponent where you wanted him. To fight him the way he fights you.”

			David shook his head in disbelief. Romi had an endearing, almost uncanny way of recalling his words and past events, bringing them back at his most vulnerable moments to make her point. He smiled in acknowledgment as he felt a spark of grim resolve rekindle. Perhaps she was right. If Kessler was bold enough to appear publicly, then David’s appearance could also throw him off. The question was, to what end? He had no additional information. Kessler was undoubtedly aware of all that he and Romi had gathered. Maybe Kessler’s actions against him weren’t because he was getting too close. Maybe they were purely emotional. Purely vengeful and personal. Kessler had an immense ego, and having “lost” at least in terms of their last encounters, he may want something as primal as retribution. For whatever reason, David knew he and Romi were at risk. This needed to stop.

			During the conference, they would be under the watchful eyes of Mossad and the FBI. Hopefully, they could corner Kessler and get him to say or do something incriminating.

			Finally, David agreed to go. “Alright,” he said slowly. “I’ll do it. But I’m going alone. You’re not coming with me.”

			Romi grinned, a flash of excitement in her eyes. “Try stopping me. I’ve become a tech-savvy civilian with developing intelligence ties, remember? I’m practically your handler at this point.” Then she added more softly, “Besides, I’m not letting you out of my sight after last night.”

			David smiled, feeling warmth and gratitude. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Okay, let’s be careful, though. This is possibly the final act. I can feel it. We will go and confront Kessler now and see his response. That will determine any next steps.”

			She nodded, eyes determined. “We’ll be ready.”

			As David sipped the rest of the coffee, he glanced at Odom’s card on the bedside table. The agent’s intuition and tenacity might complicate things. “One more thing. Odom, he’ll be watching. Do you think he’ll turn up in D.C. as well? It seems like the special agent has operational jurisdiction over the entire East Coast.”

			 “Since his case file connects Somerton’s murder to Kessler, and there are attacks on you, I wouldn’t be surprised. I’m certain you’re listed on them as a person of interest or maybe a red flag on some interagency watch list.” Romi said. “Odom might coordinate with D.C. field agents or go on his own initiative. I doubt he’ll let Kessler out of his sight once he knows he will be at that conference.”

			David sighed. “It’ll be a diverse crowd with Mossad, an international audience of security attendees, the FBI, and God knows who else in the technological mix. Nothing could possibly go wrong with that recipe, right?” His tone dripped with sarcasm.

			Romi snorted. “No chance at all. It’ll be a nice, quiet symposium. Just you, me, Odom, and several hundred of our closest friends and admirers.”

			Their humor belied their underlying tension. Then Romi’s expression turned serious once more.

			“Just promise me, David, when we’re there, you’ll be careful. And if anything feels off, we pull out and immediately leave. No heroics.”

			He met her gaze. “I promise. No heroics. No superhero moments. I’m just an academic doctor giving a talk. Hopefully, we will encourage Kessler to make a move, potentially his last, and the troops will be ready to respond.” He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt. 

			They stayed a little while longer in the hospital room, plotting the logistics for Washington, and quietly acknowledging the risks ahead. When David was discharged that afternoon, he left the hospital with Romi by his side, feeling the brisk spring air. He paused a moment at the hospital entrance, looking back at the building that had been both his sanctuary and last night nearly his tomb. A sense of unreality passed over him.

			Romi gently touched his arm. “Penny for your thoughts?”

			He gave a faint smile. “Just thinking how I’d prefer a busy weekend on-call to whatever awaits in D.C.”

			She smiled. “Come on, let’s get you home. You can still have a quiet Saturday, or what’s left of it. Think of it as the calm before the storm.”

			David nodded, allowing her to steer him toward the parking lot, where a taxi they’d called was waiting. Calm before the storm. He suspected the coming storm would test him in ways he wasn’t sure he was ready for. As the taxi drove away, he couldn’t shake the image of Marcus Odom’s intense stare and Kessler’s name, which seemed to lurk in every conversation. The final confrontation was set. And Dr. David Levi, reluctant part-time spy, would have to step once more into a role he never asked for, balancing on the knife’s edge between his oath to save lives and the necessity, perhaps, of taking one.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40. 
Odom / Uri

			The Starbucks on Connecticut Avenue was exactly the kind of place where two men could meet without attracting attention. It was busy enough to ensure anonymity, public enough to avoid suspicion, and mundane enough that no one would remember seeing them together. Special Agent Marcus Odom arrived first, choosing a corner table with clear sightlines to both entrances —a habit ingrained from years of federal law enforcement. Black coffee in hand, he positioned himself with his back to the wall, watching the steady flow of Washington professionals grabbing their morning caffeine fix.

			Uri Barak entered precisely at 9:10, ten minutes after their scheduled meeting time. It was a calculated delay that allowed him to observe Odom’s behavior and scan for any surveillance. And perhaps to project a subtle degree of dominance. He moved through the crowded café with the casual efficiency of someone who belonged there, ordering an espresso before approaching Odom’s table. The two men had never formally met, but each recognized the other immediately from their reputation and surveillance photos.

			“Agent Odom?” Uri’s accent carried traces of Hebrew inflection beneath polished English. “I believe we have a mutual acquaintance.”

			Odom looked up from his phone, taking in the man before him. Early sixties, graying trimmed beard, wire-rimmed glasses that gave him an academic air. His handshake was firm, his eyes alert.

			“Mr. Barak, I presume. Please, sit.” Odom gestured to the chair across from him. “I should mention, this conversation never happened.”

			Uri smiled thinly as he settled into his seat. “Naturally. We’re just two professionals enjoying coffee on a Tuesday morning.” He paused, studying Odom’s face. “You played football, didn’t you? The Jets, if I recall correctly.”

			“Briefly. ACL injury ended that career prematurely.” Odom’s tone was neutral, but his eyes sharpened. “You’ve done your homework.”

			“As have you, I imagine. Though I suspect your file on me contains more questions than answers.” Uri sipped his espresso. “Shall we dispense with the pleasantries? We both know why we’re here.”

			The meeting had been arranged through carefully orchestrated back channels. Three days earlier, following David’s hospital attack, Odom had received an encrypted message on his secure FBI email address that very few people knew existed. The message was simple: “Adrian Kessler. We should talk. A concerned party.” It included only a time, date, and location.

			Odom had run the communication through the FBI counterintelligence, who confirmed the message bore hallmarks of Israeli intelligence tradecraft. Beyond that, they were unsure. Given Odom’s investigation into Kessler’s domestic activities and the recent escalation of violence, his supervisor had authorized the meeting with strict parameters. Listen. Evaluate. Report.

			“Let me be direct,” Odom began, keeping his voice low. “My investigation into Adrian Kessler has hit walls that shouldn’t exist. Financial records disappear behind shell companies. Witnesses often develop sudden amnesia or, worse, conveniently disappear. Political pressure from above to ‘proceed carefully’ with a man who should be in federal custody.”

			Uri nodded slowly. “Kessler has cultivated influence carefully over many years. He understands American politics perhaps better than most Americans. Where to apply pressure. How to create dependencies. When to offer carrots versus sticks.”

			“And you know this how, exactly?”

			“Because he’s been doing the same thing internationally for decades.” Uri leaned forward slightly. “My government has been tracking Kessler since we first noticed anomalous funding patterns in Lebanon and Syria. Money flowed to organizations that claimed humanitarian purposes but seemed remarkably effective at destabilizing regions where Kessler held significant commodity positions.”

			Odom felt his pulse quicken. This aligned with patterns he’d identified but couldn’t prove. “What kind of patterns?”

			Uri reached into his jacket and withdrew a manila envelope, placing it carefully on the table between them. “More recently, agricultural destabilization in East Africa, 2019 to 2021. Kessler’s Bancroft Holdings invested heavily in alternative grain markets three months before a series of ‘droughts’ and ‘supply chain disruptions’ drove prices up thirty percent. The humanitarian aid organizations that received his donations had remarkable timing in their relief efforts.”

			“You’re suggesting he engineered agricultural crises?”

			“I’m suggesting he had remarkably prescient investment timing.” Uri’s tone was carefully neutral. “The same pattern appears in rare earth minerals in Central Asia, energy infrastructure in Eastern Europe, and currency fluctuations in South America. Always the same sequence. Humanitarian investment. Regional instability. Market volatility. Profit extraction.”

			Odom opened the envelope, scanning documents that appeared to be financial analyses, satellite imagery, and communication intercepts. The material was professional grade, the kind of intelligence that took months to compile and analyze. “This is impressive work. But why share it with me? What does Israel gain?”

			“Because Kessler’s activities have begun directly threatening Israeli interests.” Uri’s voice hardened slightly. “Three months ago, we intercepted communications suggesting he was funding technology transfers to Iranian proxies in Lebanon. Not just money but actual weapons-grade technology. Our assessment is that he views regional chaos as profitable regardless of which side ultimately prevails.”

			This was the first time Uri had revealed classified intelligence, and both men understood the significance. Mossad didn’t share operational details lightly.

			Odom studied the documents more carefully. “These intercepts…they’re authentic?”

			“Verified through multiple sources. But before you ask, I cannot provide the technical details of how they were obtained.” Uri paused. “What I can tell you is that Kessler has been using American citizens and American soil to facilitate these transfers. That makes it your jurisdiction as much as ours.”

			“American citizens like Greg Somerton?”

			Uri’s expression didn’t change. Odom caught a flicker of something—recognition, perhaps calculation. “Mr. Somerton was a financial facilitator who developed…concerns about his employer’s activities. His death was unfortunate but not entirely surprising given the circles he moved in.”

			“You knew him.”

			“We knew of him. My organization maintains awareness of individuals who handle large financial transactions in regions of interest to us.” Uri’s phrasing was careful, technically truthful, while revealing nothing about Mossad’s actual relationship with Somerton.

			Odom leaned back, processing. “So, Kessler has Somerton killed to prevent him from talking. Then he goes after Dr. Levi because…”

			“Because Dr. Levi had contact with Somerton and might have received information. Also because…” Uri hesitated, as if deciding how much to reveal. “Dr. Levi has occasionally provided unique medical consultations to organizations working in regions where Kessler operates. His expertise in radiation medicine and emergency trauma care has been…valuable in certain situations.”

			This was a carefully crafted truth. David had indeed provided medical expertise, though Uri omitted that it was specifically to support Mossad operations. The statement provided Odom with enough information to understand why David might be targeted, without revealing the deeper intelligence relationship.

			“What kind of consultations?”

			“Call them humanitarian medical missions. The kind of work that brings one into contact with various aid organizations and government agencies.” Uri sipped his espresso.

			“Unfortunately, some of those organizations may have been corrupted by Kessler’s influence.”

			Odom nodded slowly. This explained David’s evasiveness during questioning and his apparent knowledge of things a simple physician shouldn’t know.

			“So, Kessler sees Dr. Levi as a loose end.”

			“Precisely. And given the escalation, including the remarkably brazen hospital attack, we believe Kessler may be preparing to disappear. Likely to a country without an extradition treaty, where he can continue operating with impunity.”

			“Let’s get back to the conference and Kessler,” Odom said, redirecting the conversation. Uri nodded. “Perhaps his last public appearance before vanishing. An opportunity to solidify final political relationships and financial arrangements.” He paused meaningfully. “Perhaps his last opportunity for someone to take action.”

			The implications hung in the air between them. Odom understood that Uri was suggesting a narrow window for arrest, while Uri may actually be planning something more permanent.

			“What exactly are you proposing?” Odom asked. 

			“Coordination. You have domestic jurisdiction and legal authority. We have intelligence and…operational flexibility.”

			Odom studied the Israeli agent. “And what would you need from me?”

			“Simply to be prepared to act when the moment comes. And perhaps to ensure that Dr. Levi remains safe during the conference. We suspect Kessler may make one final attempt to eliminate loose ends.”

			“You want me to provide protection.”

			“I want you to be present if events unfold. Ready to move quickly should the opportunity present itself.” Uri finished his espresso. “Of course, if additional evidence were to surface independently, evidence that definitively linked Kessler to terrorist activities, that would simply be fortunate timing.”

			Odom understood. It seemed that Mossad was planning to surface more intelligence, probably through untraceable channels, that would make it appear to come from an FBI investigation rather than foreign sources.

			“How do I know this isn’t some elaborate setup? How do I know you’re not manipulating me?”

			Uri smiled grimly. “Agent Odom, if we wanted to manipulate you, we would hardly be sitting here having this conversation. We would simply act and leave you to investigate the aftermath.” He leaned forward. “The truth is, we need American law enforcement to succeed here. If Kessler simply disappears, his network will continue to operate under new leadership. If he dies under mysterious circumstances, he becomes a martyr and his financial empire triggers contingency plans we might never uncover.”

			“But if he’s arrested, tried, and convicted….”

			“His entire network collapses. His political protections evaporate. His financial assets can be seized and traced. Justice is served, and the threat is permanently neutralized.” Uri stood, leaving the envelope on the table. “We’re not asking you to trust us completely, Agent Odom. We’re asking you to trust that our interests align with American interests in this specific case.”

			Odom looked down at the envelope, then back at Uri. “What about Dr. Levi? How much does he know about your…activities?”

			“Dr. Levi is a physician who has occasionally provided medical expertise to humanitarian operations. Nothing more, nothing less.” Uri’s tone was firm. “He’s caught in this situation through no fault of his own, and he deserves to emerge from it safely.”

			“And if I decide to investigate him further?”

			“Then you’ll find exactly what I’ve told you. He’s a dedicated physician with no criminal activity and no classified knowledge.” Uri put on his coat. “Though I would suggest your time might be better spent on the actual criminal.”

			As Uri prepared to leave, Odom made a decision. “The conference is Thursday through Saturday. If something happens to Kessler there…”

			“Then you’ll be in the perfect position to investigate thoroughly with all the evidence to build an airtight case against his entire network.” Uri extended his hand. “It’s been enlightening, Agent Odom.”

			Odom shook the offered hand. “Mr. Barak. I hope we understand each other.”

			“Perfectly.” Uri smiled. “Enjoy your coffee. And Agent Odom? The envelope contains no classified American intelligence. Everything there was obtained through means that don’t compromise any U.S. operations or sources. You can use it freely.”

			After Uri left, Odom sat alone for another twenty minutes, reviewing the documents. The intelligence was damning. It documented financial flows, communication intercepts, and satellite imagery, showing the timing of Kessler’s investments relative to regional crises. It was exactly the kind of evidence he’d been seeking but couldn’t obtain through normal FBI channels.

			The meeting had been a masterclass in quiet cooperation. He could see how Uri fed valuable intelligence while keeping plausible deniability intact about Mossad’s real work. Cooperation on the surface, the true plan locked away. Uri had even nudged him into position so he would be standing in the right place when the operation broke. Most importantly, Uri had handed him what he needed to build a legitimate case against Kessler’s network. Assuming Kessler lived long enough to be arrested.

			As Odom walked back to his car, the envelope tucked securely under his arm, he suspected he’d just been recruited as an unwitting accomplice to something larger than a simple arrest operation. But given what he’d learned about Kessler’s activities, and the walls of political protection that had frustrated his investigation for months, Odom was strangely comfortable with that role. Sometimes justice required unconventional partnerships. The conference couldn’t come soon enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41. 
D.C. Conference

			D.C. buzzed with the energy of diplomats, scientists, and security experts converging on the Grand Marquette Hotel for the International Security and Technology Forum. David had received his invitation. His anonymous friends had emailed some helpful points to include in his presentation.

			The conference center hummed with scholarly debate and the quiet paranoia of dozens of nationalities discussing global threats under one roof. Outside, cherry blossoms fluttered in the spring breeze along the Potomac. Inside, attendees were met with security protocols and given name badges.

			The stage at the front bore a blue backdrop with logos of various agencies and sponsors. It was mid-morning. About four hundred attendees had already taken their seats. David would be speaking on Emerging Medical Technologies and Global Threats. His name was also listed as one of three panelists in the program brochure, courtesy of Uri’s machinations.

			He stood at the side of the stage, waiting to be introduced, trying to ignore the flutter in his stomach. Public speaking wasn’t new to him. He’d given many regional medical lectures and taught national seminars. He’d presented internationally in London. But this was different. In this audience, there were not just doctors, but also intelligence officers, policymakers, journalists, and even a few generals in uniform. And somewhere among them sat Adrian Kessler.

			David scanned the crowd discreetly. Kessler was easily spotted near the front. He was a confident-looking silver-haired gentleman in a perfectly fitting navy suit. He had perfected the art of superficial camouflage, redirecting his appearance from the monster he truly was.

			He was engaged in conversation with Senator Mullins, laughing as if without a care. The sight made David’s blood simmer. Was this enough to suspect that Mullins was complicit? How many others in this room knew that Kessler likely funded espionage and murder? That he had tried to kill the very man about to speak on stage? Yet there Kessler was, basking in the esteem of potential colleagues

			They had made brief eye contact during the morning coffee break. Kessler had given him a polite nod from across the room and an unreadable smile. David returned the nod coolly, his heart pounding. The audacity of the man, acting as though they were mere acquaintances at a professional gathering. It took all of David’s willpower not to glare. Uri had warned him––keep it civil. He would, at least for now.

			Not surprisingly, Uri was nearby, looking like any other delegate enjoying the event. He had briefly met David in his hotel lobby the night before. They had retired to the bar to share a glass of cabernet. The red wine was in deference to David, since Uri usually favored scotch whiskey. He told David to relax… that things were going to go quite well. He was confident that all would soon be resolved. David’s only job was to do what he did best and deliver his presentation. Uri was officially there as an Israeli liaison for Technology Exchange, a cover for his Mossad role.

			Today, Uri sported a professorial air, wearing a tweed jacket with elbow patches, adopted as a light disguise. To complete the look, he added his usual wire-rimmed glasses. He had recently grown a gray, speckled beard, looking every bit the intellectual. Only David knew that beneath that mild exterior was a razor-sharp, formidable operative.

			Uri had given David a quick pat on the back before the session. “Give a good show,” he had said quietly. “I’ll watch who Kessler talks to. Where he goes. What he does. We need him off guard and relaxed. Not suspicious.”

			As the moderator introduced the panelists, David felt a stab of anxiety. He still ached from the fight. His rib was healing, but he could still feel pain with every deep breath. At least the bruises on his neck were hidden under a collared shirt. The physical discomfort grounded him. Oddly, it was a reminder of reality and what was at stake.

			Then he heard the words, “Dr. David Levi, Interventional Radiologist, well-published radiation and biotechnology researcher, from New York-Cornell Medical Center and Clinical Professor at Cornell University, will discuss the medical risks of radiation and nuclear agents and their true perspective for global threats.”

			David stepped up to polite applause. Kessler was clapping as well, a thin smile playing at his lips. Taking his seat on stage, David kept his gaze steady, careful not to let his eyes linger on that man.

			Each panelist gave a short presentation. When it was David’s turn, he stood at the podium under the bright stage lights and steadied himself with a deep breath. “Good morning,” he began. “As a physician, I approach the idea of radiation and global impact from a slightly different angle. We often hear those words and think of nuclear explosive weapons and biohackers, but I’m here to talk about something different.”

			He was in control. As he spoke, his voice grew more confident. “Our innovations in medicine,” David said, “are at times a double-edged sword. Radiation is often perceived as inherently deadly, but the biological risks from most radiological interactions medically, or even more consequentially from nuclear power plants or even, God forbid, dirty bombs, are often far less severe than the public imagines.”

			He paused for a moment, taking a sip of water.

			“For example, people living in areas with naturally high background radiation levels, like parts of Iran or Brazil, show no marked increase in radiation-related illnesses. The same effect is seen with people living at higher altitudes and comparing their radiation dosage, which is greater due to the lack of atmospheric filtration, to that of people living at sea level. Again, these populations, with quite different exposure profiles, have similar oncologic results. Clearly, dosage alone isn’t enough to understand what is occurring.

			Next, let’s address nuclear sources being used as weapons. As you are aware, a dirty bomb is a dispersal device that utilizes conventional explosives to scatter radioactive material over a designated area. Its real power lies not in its lethality. Since there are no recent public records of one having been deployed. The greater concern is the great psychological fear and economic devastation it causes.

			The Goiania incident in Brazil in 1987, where stolen radioactive cesium caused four direct deaths, serves as a stark example. Despite the limited biological impact, public hysteria led to entire neighborhoods being abandoned, property values plummeting, and affected individuals being shunned, despite testing negative for contamination.” 

			David and Kessler briefly locked eyes.

			“Terrorists understand that the mere mention of the presence of radiation can instill profound fear, incite mass panic, and destabilize economies. In reality, the financial and social fallout from a dirty bomb attack could far outweigh the actual biological consequences, as markets crash, real estate becomes worthless, and communities are paralyzed by fear. Understanding this dynamic is crucial to countering radiological terrorism. To be proactive, we must maintain greater regulatory control over isotopic sources, particularly in developing countries where oversight may be less advanced. We also need to lead preemptively by educating the public and preparing for the psychological impacts should the unthinkable occur.”

			This topic was often met with criticism, particularly from those who felt that any radiation was excessive, but nonetheless, it was accompanied by a large amount of warm applause. David exhaled and smiled politely as he returned to his seat.

			The moderator opened the floor to questions. A few followed, mostly routine inquiries about healthcare cybersecurity, the evolving responsibilities of radiation safety officers in academic and clinical settings, and the growing emphasis on inter-agency collaboration. David answered smoothly, all the while keenly aware that Kessler was watching him intently from the front row.

			At one point, Kessler even raised his hand to ask a question. David’s pulse quickened as the microphone was passed to him. Kessler’s eyes gleamed with a friendly curiosity that David knew was false.”

			Dr. Levi,” Kessler began, voice carrying easily, “fascinating talk. In your view, what’s the single greatest medical technology threat that governments should be worried about falling into the wrong hands?”

			It was a loaded question. David sensed a subtle challenge in it. His answer would be somewhat off-topic to the focus of his presentation, but he welcomed the challenge, providing a measured response. “If I had to choose one, I’d say genetic editing tools. They hold immense promise for curing disease, but if misused, they could be employed to engineer harmful pathogens or target populations. It’s a classic case of a breakthrough that could be a blessing or a curse, depending on who wields it.”

			Kessler nodded thoughtfully, as if impressed. “Thank you. I quite agree.” With that, he settled back.

			The tension unspooled in his chest as the Q&A wrapped up. The panel ended on a cordial note as they broke for lunch.

			As the crowd made its way from the hall to the banquet room, David stepped down from the stage and was quickly surrounded by a handful of well-wishers. Conference attendees approached to compliment his talk, exchange business cards, and offer brief nods of professional approval. He maintained polite conversation, but his eyes roamed for Kessler. He spotted him across the room, engaged in a circle of back-slapping conversation with a few Department of Defense contractors and a European commissioner. Kessler was animated, the picture of charm and ease. He clearly was looking for future targets whom he might influence or totally corrupt.

			Romi sidled up to David, having also been in the audience. Her conference badge labeled her as part of the “Tech Security Observer” group. She looked every bit the young financial security expert she pretended to be. “Nice job, Professor,” she whispered once the others had moved on. “I was half-expecting you to toss a scalpel at him, like throwing a knife, during the Q&A, but you kept it chill.”

			David smirked, whispering back, “Tempting, but I doubt that would go over well with the brass. Where’s Uri?”

			“Over there.” She nodded toward a side of the room.

			Uri was speaking with a small cluster of men in suits, but David noticed his eyes flick in their direction. Ever vigilant.

			“He signaled that we should hold tight for now. The Mossad team would have had eyes on Kessler the whole time. They might try to corner him later and get him away from the crowds.” David felt a slight queasiness at that.

			Romi gave him a guarded look. “Corner him? Are we talking an arrest or something… else?”

			“Uri didn’t say.”

			“David, you know what Kessler is responsible for. Somerton’s murder. Manipulating markets. Funding numerous far-left hate groups. Actively supporting terrorist organizations and their activities. He attempted hits on you, me, and who knows who else. If Mossad has a chance to deal with him here and now, they might not involve law enforcement at all.”

			He listened carefully, aware that Kessler was a viper. Ordinarily, he might deserve whatever fate came to him, but the thought of extrajudicial action in the middle of Washington made David profoundly uneasy. At a conference like this, it would be unlikely. The oath he swore as a physician warred with the knowledge of what Kessler had done and how he should be punished.

			“Let’s hope,” he muttered, “that whatever happens, it doesn’t happen in the middle of this conference floor.”

			The lunch hour passed uneventfully. David and Romi mingled separately to avoid drawing attention, each chatting up different attendees for appearances. David engaged in polite conversation with a Pentagon analyst about medical readiness for pandemics, all the while wondering if the other shoe would drop.

			It came during the afternoon session break. Kessler had somehow arranged a presentation of his own, scheduled for the late afternoon, titled “Tech Entrepreneurship and National Security.”

			David was resolved to confront him before that session occurred. He needed answers. About Somerton. About the reasons behind the attacks on him and Romi. About what this man stood to gain from it all. Maybe it would change nothing. Maybe it was futile. But David had to look him in the eye and hear the truth.

			He noticed Kessler slip out of the conference hall after a panel, likely heading for some fresh air or a discreet phone call. David excused himself from a conversation and trailed at a distance. Romi started to follow, but David subtly gestured for her to stay. There was no need for both of them to be exposed. Instead, he saw her take out her phone, wondering if she was alerting Uri that David was making contact. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 42. 
Culmination

			Kessler exited into an outdoor courtyard behind the hotel. It was a small open garden patio, currently empty of people, bordered by a low hedge and partially shielded from view by the conference center. Beyond it lay the office and government buildings of D.C. David followed, stepping out into the afternoon sunlight. Kessler stood by a low stone wall, gazing over a manicured lawn that led towards a reflecting pool. The man seemed lost in thought, perhaps simply savoring a quiet moment or planning his next move.

			Summoning courage, David approached, his shoes scraping softly on the concrete. “Mr. Kessler,” he called out evenly.

			Kessler turned, feigning pleasant surprise. “Dr. Levi, enjoying the conference, I hope?” His tone was light, as if they were just two colleagues chatting about mundane things.

			David came closer until they were a few feet apart. He could see now the faint sheen of sweat on Kessler’s brow and an unmistakable glint of calculation in his blue eyes. Up close, Kessler’s age showed in the lines around his eyes. His posture was solid. This was a man used to control.

			“Cut the act,” David said softly. “We both know who we really are and why we’re here.”

			Kessler’s polite smile curled into something more sardonic. “Do we? Enlighten me, Doctor?”

			David’s anger surged, remembering London, Somerton, the attack by Kessler’s men at the gala, and the terror of the recent MRI fight. He kept his voice low but firm. “I’m here because I want to understand why you did it, all of it, and how to make you stop. Somerton. The attacks on me and Romi, all of it. You’ve infiltrated this conference under a veneer of respectability, but I know who you are, Kessler. And I know what you’ve done.”

			Kessler’s expression hardened subtly. His eyes flicked around to ensure they were alone, then he chuckled under his breath. “Brave words. Perhaps we should speak plainly then, since you seem to have dropped all pretense.”

			He stepped closer, and David tensed. But Kessler merely straightened his jacket in an almost casual gesture.

			“What exactly is it you think you know, Dr. Levi?”

			David’s heart pounded in his ears. This was it, the confrontation that had loomed for quite some time.

			“I know that Somerton discovered your involvement as well as your financial support for terror organizations. I know you have some very powerful connections that allow you to walk around freely and be admired, even though you’re a traitor to every principle these people claim to uphold. I know you tried to eliminate me because I have some of the evidence, and you aren’t sure how much I know. Or maybe you hate me and want revenge because my associates and I have bested you.”

			Kessler listened with a calm, almost bemused expression. When David finished, Kessler sighed. “Evidence… such an American concept. Due process, courts, justice.” He said the last word with a sneer. “Tell me, Doctor, have you shared this knowledge with anyone? The FBI, maybe? That Agent Odom, who has been skulking around today?” He nodded over David’s shoulder.

			David cast a quick glance back instinctively. Just beyond the hedge, he could see a familiar shape. Marcus Odom pretended to examine a conference poster near the corridor. He was trying to position himself within earshot, but was unable to get closer without being noticed. David felt both worry and a strange relief. If anything happened, Odom would be a witness.

			David turned back to Kessler. “Agent Odom suspects you. But he doesn’t have all the proof yet. Perhaps you’ll slip through the cracks of the law…but others know too.” David’s voice dropped. “Mossad knows.”

			Kessler’s eyes flashed at that, confirming to David that he was indeed aware of Mossad’s interest.

			“Ah, yes. Your silent partners from Tel Aviv. I figured they had a hand in this conference invitation for you. Well, they’ve tried to implicate me before. It never sticks. I have friends on Capitol Hill and beyond.” He paused, then gave David a thin smile. “And if you’re expecting some villainous monologue of confession from me, you’ll be disappointed. I owe you no explanation, Doctor. However, I will offer you a piece of advice, and you may indeed interpret it as such. Walk away. Now. Go back to your patients and your normal life. The world you’re dabbling in will chew you up. It nearly has already.”

			David felt a chill, but he stood his ground. “That sounds like a threat.”

			“A friendly observation,” Kessler replied. “The people I work with, the agendas in play—they are bigger than you, or even perhaps me, or any one nation’s law. You’re a man of medicine. You shouldn’t have to die for something you barely understand.”

			Anger and disgust twisted in David’s gut. “You underestimate what I understand, Kessler. I understand that men like you rationalize your crimes as being ‘bigger’ than the rest of us. But at the end of the day, you’re selling out innocent lives for profit or power.”

			For the first time, Kessler’s calm demeanor cracked slightly. He scowled, stepping closer into David’s space. “Careful, Doctor. You have no idea how many lives I’ve saved by making hard choices, doing what squeamish idealists like you can’t. Killing me won’t stop it.”

			“Killing you—” David hadn’t thought in those extreme terms. He then realized Kessler had essentially admitted his fear. “Maybe not. But it is one way to bring some justice. You must be stopped and answer for what you’ve done.”

			Kessler just shook his head slowly. “Justice. Another naive concept. If you truly believed in justice, you would have handed that evidence to the FBI and let them handle it. But you don’t have admissible evidence, so you didn’t, did you? Because deep down, you know the system of justice fails with people like me. So here you are, considering stepping outside the law, just like me. We’re not so different in that regard.”

			David bristled at the comparison. “I am nothing like you.”

			A silence hung between them, charged and dangerous. Kessler studied David’s face, then gave a small nod as if making a decision. “Pity. I actually admired your quick thinking in that hospital scuffle. Under different circumstances, a mind like yours could be an asset to me rather than an enemy.”

			He glanced again toward the building, and David sensed that he was measuring the timing, perhaps looking for his own backup or worried about Odom or others.

			Kessler returned his gaze to David, and when he spoke again, his voice was low and strangely sincere. “Last chance, Doctor. Walk away. Drop this. I can ensure no more ‘unfortunate incidents’ happen to you or your loved ones. Your Romi, for example. Yes, I know all about her. A smart girl from a suburb in New York. It would be a shame if she got caught in the crossfire. Leave now, and I’ll forget all about you both. This I would promise.”

			David’s blood went cold at the mention of Romi’s name. That Kessler even knew of her was chilling.

			His teeth clenched. “If you touch her—”

			Kessler raised a palm in mock innocence. “No need for melodrama” Kessler’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “Careful, Doctor. You see, I’ve been doing this a long time. Destiny gave me a head start. I got lucky in the ‘90s. The Middle East was ripe for a man like me. Collapse a market here, arm a proxy group there, tidy profits all around. Those were good years.”

			David stiffened. Something in Kessler’s tone had shifted.

			“Tel Aviv, for instance,” Kessler continued, baiting him. “One of many cities where chaos proved… let’s say, lucrative. It would be a shame if history had to repeat itself.”

			The words hit David like a backhand across the face. His breath caught in his throat. “What did you say?”

			Kessler tilted his head, almost playfully. “I said, walk away. While you still have the option.”

			But David wasn’t listening. Not fully. Shock. Anger. A flicker of memory surged. The explosion. His father’s arm. His mother’s eyes. Acrid smoke. Heat. The sound of glass. A boy’s world ending in an instant. His voice cracked despite himself.

			“You were involved?”

			Kessler’s tight smile hinted just enough. “I have been involved in a great many things, Doctor. You’d be surprised how many dots connect when you see the world through a different lens.”

			David stepped back, shaking his head. “You son of a—”

			“Don’t get dramatic,” Kessler snapped, suddenly cold. “You want a villain? Fine. But remember this, I offered you peace. I don’t have to offer it again.”

			David’s fists clenched. “You don’t get to decide who lives in peace.”

			Kessler just stood there, slowly, adjusting his cufflinks like he had all the time in the world. “I already do,” he said, “And I decide who doesn’t.”

			In David’s peripheral vision, a flicker of movement on a distant rooftop well beyond the courtyard caught his attention. It was like a glint, just for an instant. His reflexes, honed from countless hours of scanning X-rays, picked out an anomaly. A vague silhouette against the sun that didn’t belong. Had it cast a subtle shadow? Was it a person? Before he could process it further, a sharp crack split the air.

			Kessler’s words remained in his throat, his eyes frozen open. David felt a spray of warm droplets across his face. Kessler staggered. Blood flowed from the side of his head. Sniper! Kessler collapsed to his knees, toppling forward onto the ground.

			For a heartbeat, David didn’t move. He couldn’t hear anything but a faint ringing in his ears from the gunshot. Kessler lay at his feet, face down. A dark pool of blood appeared from beneath his head, staining the walkway. The coppery smell hit David’s nose. He dropped to a crouch instinctively, both from shock and training to avoid a second shot. His mind raced: Uri… Mossad…had they done it? 	

			Chaos erupted almost immediately. Shouts from the conference hall. The slam of a door. Agent Odom and several associates burst into the courtyard, weapons drawn, eyes darting to assess the scene.

			“Gunshot! Everybody down!” Odom shouted, unaware initially that it was a sniper from afar. When he saw David crouched by the fallen Kessler, his gun swung toward them uncertainly.

			“Levi! Don’t move!” Odom barked, then realizing David was not armed and Kessler was down, he pivoted, putting himself between them and the direction of the shot, scanning rooftops.

			David barely registered the command. He stared at Kessler’s body, his heart hammering. The rational doctor side of him kicked in for a split second. He reached trembling fingers to Kessler’s neck to feel for a pulse, even as he knew from the ghastly wound visible above the ear that it was totally futile. No pulse. The man’s skull was partly destroyed on one side. The bullet had been ruthlessly precise. Kessler was dead.

			A flood of conflicting emotions surged in David’s chest. Relief, Horror, Vindication. Revulsion. All at once. He had been having a conversation with this man who had caused so much pain. Now he was gone in an instant. David felt no triumph, only a hollow sickness at the violent end he had just witnessed up close. This is what it comes to, he thought. Not an arrest, not a courtroom…just a trigger pulled from a distance.

			Uri’s words from a day earlier echoed in his mind: We’ll do whatever is necessary. David realized he was shaking.

			Marcus Odom was already on his phone, calling in the emergency. “Shooter location unknown—southwest rooftop, possible vantage. Man down, headshot, likely fatal. I need backup and medics at the Grand Marquette courtyard, now!”

			His authoritative voice helped David focus. More people poured into the courtyard: two conference security officers, and behind them, Uri and Romi. Uri’s face was stony, eyes immediately assessing Kessler’s state. Romi’s face was pale with shock as she rushed to David’s side, kneeling and grabbing his shoulders.

			“David! Are you hurt?” She looked him over frantically for any injuries.

			He managed to find his voice. “I’m okay… It’s not my blood.” His face and the front of his shirt were speckled with Kessler’s blood. Romi’s eyes darted to the body, and she grimaced, squeezing David’s arm in reassurance.

			Uri approached swiftly, playing the concerned organizer role to perfection. “What happened? I heard a shot.” He looked down at Kessler with feigned horror. “Oh my…Is he…?”

			Odom interjected, snapping the moment into a formal scene. He gently but firmly eased David and Romi back. “Step away, please. Everyone, we need you back inside. This is an active shooting incident. Sir,” he said to Uri, “take her inside.” He gestured at Romi and the few onlookers who had gathered at the doorway. “Now.”

			Uri nodded quietly and pulled Romi up by the elbow. “Come on, miss, it’s not safe here.” He feigned not knowing her.

			Romi resisted momentarily, looking to David, who gave her a slight nod. He was in shock, but surrounded by law enforcement now. She would be safer away from any potential second shot, although he knew none would be coming. She relented, casting a worried glance back at David as Uri guided her and others into the building.

			Within a minute, the courtyard was swarming with armed agents and police responding to Odom’s call. Someone had triggered a full lockdown. Sirens wailed in the distance as D.C. police and emergency vehicles converged. Odom stayed near David, one hand protectively on his shoulder as David knelt by Kessler’s corpse in a daze.

			“Dr. Levi, are you injured?” Odom asked, more calmly now, as he knelt beside him.

			David tore his eyes away from Kessler and looked at the agent. “No…I’m fine. It wasn’t me. It was a sniper…from over there, I think.” He pointed shakily toward the distant rooftop where he’d seen the glint. He realized tears had involuntarily gathered in his eyes—not out of sadness for Kessler, but the sheer stress and shock.

			Odom studied him, then gave a terse nod to fellow officers who fanned out to search the line of fire. “We’ll find them,” he said quietly, then into his radio he gave coordinates of the suspected sniper location. The efficiency of his response was reassuring in the midst of the storm of emotions swirling within David.

			Within moments, paramedics arrived. They knew they wouldn’t be saving Kessler, but protocol demanded they check. David was ushered aside to a bench as they confirmed the obvious. Kessler was pronounced dead on scene. All the while, David sat on that bench in the corner of the courtyard, hands clasped tightly together to stop them from trembling. The reality of what had happened settled on him. Someone had taken Kessler out, right in front of him. Was it Mossad? A man was dead—an evil man, yes—but still, David had just witnessed someone’s life violently end at the squeeze of a trigger, possibly sanctioned by people he was cooperating with. The cognitive dissonance churned his stomach.

			Marcus Odom eventually walked over and crouched to meet David’s eyes. The agent’s face was a complex mix of concern and accusation. “David,” he said, voice low, not using the more formal “Doctor.” What the hell happened out here? Why were you out here alone with Kessler?”

			David swallowed hard. He had to be careful. “I stepped out for some air,” he said, which was partly true. “Kessler was already here. We…exchanged some words. Then out of nowhere, he was shot. I saw maybe a glint up high just a second before. I think the shooter was waiting for him, not me.”

			Odom studied him, and David could almost see the gears turning behind those eyes. “And what words did you exchange, exactly?” he asked.

			David hesitated. It was finally time to share some of the secrets he’d been hiding. “I confronted him. I told him I was aware of things he’d done. Maybe I could get him to admit something or…I don’t know. It was foolish.” He ran a hand through his hair, which was damp with sweat now. “Agent Odom, I suspect you know that Kessler wasn’t the upstanding guy he pretended to be. But I didn’t expect…this.”

			Odom replied, “You and me both.” He glanced back at Kessler’s shrouded body, being prepared for transport by the coroner’s team. “We had a team ready to surveil him, gather more evidence. An arrest warrant was already being prepared, and we were hoping to enact it soon. Someone jumped the gun.” His ironic choice of words hung in the air.

			David looked into Odom’s eyes and quietly asked, “A professional hit?”

			Odom nodded gravely. “I do think that. I think you might know who was responsible, even if you didn’t actually pull the trigger.” He sighed, standing up. “But for now, I’m just glad you didn’t catch that bullet. It was damn close.” He eyed the blood spatter on David again. “You should get cleaned up. The police will need a statement, but I can arrange that after you’ve had a moment. They might want to take you to the hospital, too, just as a precaution.”

			David shook his head. “I’m okay. Just…need a moment. And perhaps a sink and a fresh shirt.” His voice was flat, exhausted.

			Odom offered a hand and helped David get up from the bench. “Come on, let’s go inside. I’ll find you a quiet room.” As they walked slowly back into the building, Odom murmured, almost to himself, “This isn’t how I wanted this to play out.” 

			David didn’t respond. In his mind, he replayed Kessler’s last seconds over and over, searching for some meaning or feeling that made sense. But all he felt was a deep, bone-weary sorrow. Kessler was gone, and the threat he posed was presumably neutralized. But it didn’t feel like victory. It felt like a failure of the very ideals David held dear—life, justice, humanity.

			He saw Romi waiting for him down the hall, pale but unharmed, worry etched on her face. She rushed to his side and enveloped him in a hug despite the blood on him. He held her tight, thankful she was safe, and closed his eyes to stem the sting of tears that threatened to spill. Over Romi’s shoulder, he saw Uri lingering by a column, meeting David’s gaze with a slight, somber nod. David knew what that nod meant. It is done.

		

	
		
			Chapter 43. 
Shadow Revelations

			Later that evening, David, freshly showered and wearing a new dress shirt that Romi had just purchased, sat in the living room of their suite watching the television, hoping to see news of the shooting. The police interviews were over. The formalities were dealt with. No one could accuse him of wrongdoing. If anything, he was the lucky survivor of an attack that took out a suspected criminal and terrorist mastermind. The FBI and D.C. police had swarmed, but the shooter was long gone. There would be an investigation, of course. David suspected it would hit a dead end. No fingerprints would be found.

			Romi was in the suite’s bedroom on a phone call with her parents, reassuring them she was fine after the incident at the conference. David could hear her voice, steady and soothing, downplaying everything. She was doing that for his sake as much as theirs. He knew Romi would process her own shock later, likely with him.

			A soft knock came at the door. David rose slowly, every muscle protesting after the stresses of the day, and opened the door. Uri stood there, a faint smile of concern on his lips. In his hand was a bottle of Glenfiddich single-malt whiskey and three glasses. “May I come in?” he asked gently. David stepped aside. “Of course.” He noticed Uri had shed his suit jacket and tie. His shirt collar was open, giving him a slightly rumpled, tired look. They were all tired. Uri proceeded to open the scotch.

			Uri placed the glasses on the small table by the window and poured a healthy measure into each. The amber liquid caught the light of the table lamp. He handed one glass to David. “You look like you could use this. I know you prefer red wine, but you’ve graduated to scotch. You’re one of the big boys now.”

			David accepted it with a nod of thanks. He didn’t sip yet. Uri took a seat in the armchair. David sat back down on the sofa across from him. For a moment, they were quiet. Silence settled over the room, heavy with all the words that remained unspoken.

			Finally, Uri raised his glass slightly. “To surviving.”

			David let out a breath of wry amusement. “L’chaim,” he murmured, and clinked glasses before taking a swallow. The whiskey burned warmly down his throat, settling his nerves somewhat.

			Uri studied David carefully. “It was a very long day.”

			“You could say that.” David stared into his glass. He decided there was no point in dancing around the topic. “It was Mossad, wasn’t it? The sniper?”

			Uri sighed softly. “David.” 

			“Don’t,” David interrupted, looking up with a sharpness that surprised even himself. “Don’t play coy. I’m not accusing, I just…I need to hear it, Uri. After everything I’ve done for you—for us—I deserve honesty.”

			Uri met his gaze evenly. The older man’s eyes were kind but firm. After a pause, he said, “What if, hypothetically, it was us? That a Mossad operative had taken the shot. Using an IWI DAN .338 from 875 yards?” He spoke with the tone of someone not admitting to or denying a necessary but unpleasant deed. “What if it were your own government that decided to silence a dangerous individual, assassinating him because his knowledge could expose powerful figures, and his web of influence shielded him from ever facing justice? What if it was a shadowy syndicate he’d once funded and directed, which now turned against him in a bitter fallout that sealed his fate with a deadly strike?

			“Would any of these explanations give you any comfort or closure?”

			David closed his eyes briefly, not knowing what to think. He took another sip of whiskey and let the heat mellow his emotions. “You planned it all along, didn’t you? The conference, inviting me, drawing Kessler out. He was a walking dead man the moment he showed his face.”

			Uri swirled his drink. “We had hoped to get more from him. Information, possibly turn him, or allow the Americans to prosecute. This conference was the perfect opportunity. His guard was down. He was in the open, surrounded by security representatives from all over the world. But…”

			There was nothing more to say.

			David felt a cold pit in his stomach. “What was I, exactly? Bait? A distraction?”

			Uri’s face fell into a look of regret. “David, you were an essential part of the plan to make him talk. We needed information. Kessler knew you were onto him, and he felt threatened by you. That drew him into engaging with you. It kept him occupied, in place. No one ever intended for you to be in danger.”

			David let out a humorless chuckle. “I was less than two feet from him, Uri. Two feet. If I hadn’t turned slightly when I saw the glint…I felt the bullet whiz past my ear.” I remember that

			split second vividly.”

			Uri leaned forward, concern etched on his face. “I know. I’m sorry. We learned that Kessler was about to slip away. He had plans to fly to Dubai the next day. If he got away, more innocent lives would be at risk from his schemes. You do realize there was no other way this could end.”

			“Bold actions,” David repeated, voice quiet. He finally let himself feel the wave of anger, sorrow, and relief all swirling together. “Do you have any idea how this feels for me? I’m a doctor, Uri. My duty is to save lives. Today I was there when one was taken. I know…I know he was a monster. I know it probably saved others in the long run. But damn it, it doesn’t feel right. It feels…sickening.”

			Uri nodded slowly, absorbing David’s words. “If it ever feels completely right, then you’d truly be in trouble,” he said softly. “The fact you feel this way means you’re still the man we value. The one with a conscience, a healer’s soul. Mossad has plenty of agents who can pull triggers and sleep at night. We work with you because you bring something different. Perspective. Heart. Brilliance in your field. Don’t think for a second that you’re just some pawn we use to achieve our goals.”

			David’s eyes stung, and he blinked rapidly. He hadn’t realized how desperately he’d needed some affirmation. “It’s hard,” he confessed, voice thick. “Living in these two worlds. One foot in the hospital. One foot in the shadows. I’m not sure I can keep doing it.”

			Uri stood and moved to sit beside David on the sofa, a paternal gesture. “After what happened today, no one would blame you if you stepped back. You’ve gone above and beyond what we asked, David. Far more than most assets ever do. You have a life, a calling, and people who care about you. It might be best to return to that full-time for a while.”

			David looked at him, surprised. “You’d let me walk away?”

			A tiny smile crept onto Uri’s face. “Let you? David, you were never our prisoner. You came on board voluntarily because you felt it was the right thing to do. If your conscience says your part is done, then that’s your choice. We might call occasionally if something intersects with your expertise, but you’ve earned a respite.” He squeezed David’s shoulder. “Not every Mossad operation ends as planned. We’re grateful, truly. I’m grateful. You did remarkably well. David, the most important things are that an evil man is no longer a threat, and you and Romi are safe.”

			David swallowed hard, a weight lifting he hadn’t realized was pressing so heavily. “Thank you,” he whispered. He meant it, both for the permission to return to normalcy and for the acknowledgment of what he’d endured. They sat in silence for a moment. David sipped his whiskey. Uri did the same. Both stared at the closed curtains where, beyond, the city lights of D.C. twinkled in the night.

			Eventually, David asked, “What happens now? With the aftermath?”

			Uri sighed. “An inquiry will follow. The FBI is likely furious. The official narrative might remain as an unsolved assassination. Back in Israel, the higher-ups will quietly close the file on Kessler. Without Kessler’s personal funding, his network will wither. There may be other related players identified, but for now, this particular project is done. Protocol dictates that the Americans will keep digging, but without leads, it becomes a cold case. Perhaps that’s for the best.”

			David nodded. He figured as much. It was messy, but effective. “Agent Odom knows that I know more than I say.”

			Uri chuckled lightly. “The football linebacker? Yes, he’s a perceptive one. We noticed him tailing you. He’ll probably keep an eye on you out of instinct. But with only fragmentary evidence, he can’t do much. If anything, he might chalk you up as a lucky or resourceful bystander in a spy war that passed overhead.”

			David thought of Odom’s face, how it fell when he saw Kessler’s body. “He wanted to bring Kessler in himself. In his world, that was justice.”

			“Perhaps,” Uri said. “But Kessler had several governmental committees in his pocket. Even if arrested, there’s no guarantee a trial would have convicted him of the worst crimes. People like that have exit plans and scapegoats. Trust me, I’ve seen it. Someone needed to cut the head off the snake cleanly. Sometimes that’s the surest way.”

			“Your way,” David said, without malice, just an observation.

			Uri gave a half-smile. “Our way. It’s not pretty. It’s often ugly, in fact. And it requires people who can sleep at night after pulling that trigger.” He looked at David meaningfully. “But it also requires people like you, who remind us why we fight in the first place. To protect life. You’ve straddled two worlds. That’s never easy. You have my utmost respect.”

			David felt a lump in his throat and simply clinked his glass to Uri’s in silent acknowledgement, then finished the whiskey. He felt it warm him, a small comfort.

			A moment later, Romi peeked into the room, having heard the low murmur of conversation. “Hey,” she said softly. “Everything okay in here?”

			Uri stood, nodding to her. “Yes. Just checking on our good doctor. I’ll be leaving now.” He turned to David and extended his hand.

			David rose and shook Uri’s hand firmly. It wasn’t just a handshake. It was a farewell of sorts, at least for now. “Take care of yourself, Uri.”

			“You as well, David. And Romi, Uri nodded to her, offering a polite smile. “Thank you for all you’ve done. Keep an eye on him, hmm? He might actually take a real vacation now.”

			Romi managed a grin. “I will. It’s on my to-do list to make David relax for once.”

			With a final nod, Uri quietly left the suite, closing the door behind him. The click of the latch felt like the end of an era. Romi came over and looked at David with gentle concern. He realized he must look drained. She placed a hand on his chest, over his clean shirt, exactly where some of Kessler’s blood had stained the previous one.

			“It’s really over, isn’t it?”

			David let out a long breath. “Yeah. It is.” He reached up and covered her hand with his. “Are you alright?”

			She nodded. “I am now. I was so scared when I heard that shot…”

			“Seeing you covered in blood, I thought….”

			“I’m fine,” he assured, wrapping his arms around her. “It wasn’t my blood.” He held her close, feeling the steadiness of her heartbeat against him. For a while, they just stood there, leaning into each other, sharing the silence.

			After a minute, Romi spoke, muffled against his shoulder. “So, what now, Dr. Levi? Back to saving lives the usual way?”

			David rested his chin on her hair. “That, and maybe catching up on some mundane tasks. Like paperwork. My inbox at the hospital must be overflowing.” He gave a soft chuckle.

			Romi pulled back slightly to look at him. Her eyes were bright, with unshed tears or perhaps just a hint of relief. “You say that like you’ll miss this wild ride.”

			He gave a small, rueful smile. “I won’t miss the violence or the lies. But… I’ll miss the feeling of making an impact on that scale. It’s a different kind of saving lives, what we did.”

			“We stopped something terrible,” Romi agreed. “Even if it was in the shadows, it mattered.”

			David nodded. Then he managed a bit of dry humor. “I have to admit, I’ll miss the MRI performing feats of heroism. That was something.”

			Romi laughed softly. “The MRI trick will go down in hospital legend, I’m sure. Radiologist uses high strength magnet to foil attackers.”

			They should put that in a journal.” He smirked. “Maybe I’ll write it up as a case report. Though I doubt any peer-reviewed journal would believe it.”

			The adrenaline of the day was ebbing, leaving exhaustion in its wake. They both collapsed on the sofa. Romi leaned her head on David’s shoulder, and he wrapped an arm around her, grateful beyond words for her presence.

			“You know,” Romi said after a long silence, “you never did finish that coffee I brought you in the hospital.”

			David groaned. “Don’t remind me. I’ve been running on fumes from that one cup all week.”

			She patted his chest. “First thing tomorrow, I’m getting you the biggest latte D.C. has to offer. And then we’re going to take a train home and you’re going to rest, doctor’s orders—my orders.”

			He smiled. “Yes, ma’am. That sounds perfect.” As they eventually lay down, side by side on the bed, David stared at the ceiling. Everything that had happened whirled through his mind, but at last, it felt like the whirlwind was calming. He had one life to live, and for now, he wanted it to go back to the life where he wore a white coat, not a covert earpiece.

			Before he drifted off, David thought of Marcus Odom. The agent would surely have more questions, more suspicions. That story might not be completely over. However, Odom was a good man, playing his role openly. If he ever confronted David again, David would deal with it then, perhaps even trust him a little more now that the immediate danger was past.

			In the dimness, Romi’s breathing slowed, and David felt sleep pulling at him too. His last thought was a simple one: I’m alive. It’s over. The mission was done. He had survived with his soul. A bit battered, but still intact. Outside, the city was quieting down. Another day would come, with sunlight and normalcy. He would return to his patients, carry on with his calling, and cherish the peace of a life where the only battles were against disease, not bullets and secrets. And if ever duty called again from the shadows, well…he would decide when that time came. For now, he chose his ordinary life.

			He tightened his arm around Romi, closed his eyes, and let himself begin to heal. In the morning, he would be just a doctor once more. Maybe with a hell of a story locked away in his memory and a renewed appreciation for the quiet, uneventful days that he used to find boring. Those days, he realized, were a blessing he would never take for granted again.

			The End… for now
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