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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE



[image: ]


In the shadowed corridors of Jerusalem, where every tick of the clock marks a new threat, a covert team of intelligence operatives is summoned to confront a crisis that blurs the line between loyalty and betrayal. Yael Ben-David, seasoned and unyielding, receives a cryptic intercept naming her as the only point of contact for a threat that spans languages and borders. As she assembles her team in Tel Aviv—a mosaic of analysts, field agents, and a reporter with secrets of her own—the city becomes a chessboard, each move shadowed by unseen adversaries and the specter of a leak within their own ranks.
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With time running out and trust in short supply, the operatives must navigate a labyrinth of coded messages, shifting alliances, and personal vulnerabilities. Every decision carries the weight of lives at stake, and every shadow may conceal an enemy—or a traitor. In a world where information is both weapon and shield, the countdown has already begun.
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CHAPTER 1
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Yael Ben-David sat at the end of the conference table, hands flat on the dull veneer, the bones of her knuckles sharp in the white wash of fluorescent overheads. The glass pitcher in the center still bore fingerprints from the morning’s session, and the three men at the far side of the table pretended not to study her as they recited protocols from their prepared lists. She nodded when she had to. When not required, she listened, eyes tracing the dust motes over the rim of a chipped paper cup.

––––––––
[image: ]


The room was quiet but for the regular tick of a wall clock, each second marking time better spent elsewhere. There was no window, only a door with a security badge reader and the faint odor of scorched coffee from a machine just outside.
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A fourth man, her handler, entered without ceremony. He set a manila folder in front of her and withdrew a single pace, standing behind her left shoulder. She didn’t acknowledge him. She finished the sentence the oldest of the three men had started, cutting him off with a “That won’t be enough,” before pulling the folder closer. She used only her thumb to crack the seal.
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Inside: three pages, a stapled set, the paper warm from a printer and not yet fully cooled. The first page was an intercept log, the source line redacted and annotated with time stamps in the margin. The message itself was in English, then Arabic, then Hebrew, each translation capturing different shadings of threat but none of the authorship. The only name that appeared was her own, handwritten in the lower corner by the handler. She read it through once, eyes flicking down the lines. She read it again.

––––––––
[image: ]


She snapped the folder shut. She looked up. “I’ll need a plane to Tel Aviv. Now.”
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The handler met her eyes, searching. She kept her expression neutral, felt the faint heat rising from the folder still beneath her palm. The three men looked at one another, unsure who would be the first to speak. The second one, the bureaucrat with the burgundy tie, cleared his throat. “Is it verified?”
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“Not yet,” she said. “It’s enough.” She stood, her chair legs scuffing the linoleum, and gathered the folder. The handler trailed her into the corridor, two steps behind, silent until the heavy door hissed shut behind them.
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He walked in step with her, voice low. “The Americans want a joint brief in ninety minutes. Should I—”
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“Send them the redacted log. I’ll handle the rest in person.”
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They exited the building into the daylight, sunlight harsh and already angled. A black Skoda idled at the curb, rear door open, air-conditioning venting the lingering heat of Jerusalem midday. She got in, set the folder on her knees, and closed her eyes as the city blurred behind tinted glass. She didn’t speak on the drive to the airstrip, nor did she open the folder again. She kept her hands folded on top of it, fingers laced tight.
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The chartered Cessna waited on the tarmac, two men in plainclothes by the stairs, one holding a clipboard, the other speaking into a shoulder mic. Yael climbed the steps without looking at them, ducked her head inside, and took the seat nearest the rear bulkhead. The cabin was empty but for a single folder placed on the tray table in front of her. She ignored it, holding her own folder closed against her chest.
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The engines spun up. Yael leaned her head against the window, eyes open, watching the sweep of runway through the double pane. She pressed her thumb to the scar at her left temple, more habit than thought, and counted the seconds between taxi and lift. At altitude, the pressure in her ears made everything sound sharper, the rush of wind a thin, insistent whistle. She did not sleep. She did not reopen the folder.
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When the pilot announced descent, Yael straightened the cuffs of her jacket and slid the folder back into her satchel. The city glimmered to the west, haze floating over the plain, as the plane banked and turned for Ben-Gurion. She walked off the tarmac and into the waiting car with the same calm, unhurried step she’d shown in the conference room, betraying nothing. The driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror, searching for the same thing the handler had searched for.
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He found nothing.

––––––––
[image: ]


The command post was a rectangle of stale air and fluorescent light. South wall: four battered monitors balanced on a folding table, the screens casting cold blue onto the peeling paint. North wall: a corkboard with the city map of Tel Aviv, each neighborhood shaded in marker—red, yellow, blue, green, each line a line someone might cross. Someone had taped the latest intelligence summary above the map, the printout curling at the corners in the humid office air.
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Yael arrived with the driver, who left her at the door and did not wait for a tip. The door’s lock was a punch-code; Yael keyed it in by touch, not breaking stride. Inside: two ceiling fans spun at different speeds, the louder one ticking as if to warn it might stop at any moment. The room held five desks, four chairs, and the odor of coffee that had burned itself to bitterness in a glass carafe.

––––––––
[image: ]


Eitan Shalev was already at his post, chair swiveled away from the door, focused on the screens. His shoulders curled in, his head inclined so sharply that the neck tendons stood out like wire. The hum from his station was the only steady sound in the room. His hands moved with practiced staccato, switching between keyboard and mouse with unconscious rhythm, the screens updating in quick, silent bursts.
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Noam Barak stood by the map, arms crossed, chin lowered, gaze scanning. He wore the same charcoal shirt and pressed trousers as when Yael had last seen him, but his eyes looked more sunken. He did not glance up when the door opened, just recalculated something in his head and shifted his stance an inch closer to the board.
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Maya Levi sat closest to the door, back straight, a thick packet of contact sheets before her. She wore civilian field clothes, plain but new. Her hands—small, knuckles scabbed—turned the pages with the mechanical precision of a machine. She checked each line for a name or a phone number, then underlined it with a blue pen and moved to the next. Her foot tapped the floor in a relentless quarter-beat.
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Avi Cohen arrived last, the door creaking and admitting a waft of summer air. He nodded at Yael and took up position against the wall, kit bag slung over his left shoulder. He dropped it to the floor with a care usually reserved for bomb disposal. He squatted, unzipped the bag, and began removing small pouches and tools, setting each on the floor in a perfect, ruler-straight row. He said nothing, but the intensity of his sorting was an introduction.
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Tamar Goldstein was on the phone, her voice a low murmur, pacing the far end of the room. Her lanyard credentials swung from her neck, catching the edge of her blouse with each step. She held up one finger—wait—and kept talking, lips pressed close to the phone. Her free hand gestured in small arcs, as if she were editing her own words as she spoke them.
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Yael let the
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