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Dedication


  À mon fils Maxime G.L.

  

  Puisses-tu toujours connaître la paix

  que tant d'hommes ont perdue.

  


  — Ton père


Characters

CHARACTERS

COLONEL ARIEL BEN-DAVID — 48 years old. Commander of Unit 8200, the elite intelligence division of the Israel Defense Forces. Twenty years of service. Lean and taut as a steel cable, prematurely gray hair, brown eyes that process information at a speed that unsettles his subordinates. Born in Haifa. Fluent in Arabic, Farsi, and Russian. Divorced. No children. The unit is his family.

MAJOR NOA SHALEV — 34 years old. Ben-David's deputy and signals analysis prodigy. The first woman to reach that rank within Unit 8200. Short black hair. A direct gaze that challenges without provoking. Precise, relentless, with a dry sense of humor that only surfaces when the situation is at its most serious.

CAPTAIN YONATAN EZRA — 29 years old. Offensive cyber warfare specialist. Unkempt beard, headphones always around his neck. He programmed his first virus at age twelve out of curiosity. Nervous in hallways, lethal behind a screen.

GENERAL MOSHE KARIV — 61 years old. Chief of General Staff. Old school, tank corps, three wars. His relationship with Ben-David is one of mutual respect with constant friction: one thinks in missiles, the other in code.

COMMANDER FARID KASHANI — 52 years old. Officer of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps in Tehran. The operational architect of the attack. An engineer by training, a strategist by vocation. He has spent twelve years designing the day Iran will prove it no longer fears Israel.

LAYLA KASHANI — 28 years old. Farid's daughter. Physics student at the University of Tehran. The human crack in the armor of a man who chose war above all else.

DANI MEIR — 41 years old. Mossad agent. A ghost with a German passport under the name Klaus Bremer. Twelve years of operations that officially never happened.

HAMID ROSTAMI — 39 years old. IRGC maintenance technician in Tehran. His brother Kaveh was detained during the 2021 protests and never came home.
Prologue

PROLOGUE

Lausanne, Switzerland. June 20, 2026. 9:47 PM.

He shouldn't be here.

That was the first lie Ariel Ben-David told himself as the taxi left Geneva Airport and took the highway toward Lausanne. Lake Geneva appeared on the right, black and still like a sheet of oil, the lights of the lakeside villages flickering on the opposite shore like fallen stars. The Beau-Rivage Palace rose among the trees, lit up like a Belle Époque palace refusing to accept that the twenty-first century had arrived.

He shouldn't be here. But Mossad hadn't given him a choice.

"Are you expecting someone, sir?" asked the receptionist, in flawless French.

"Yes. Dinner. Table for two."

There was no reservation under Ben-David's name. But there was one under Klaus Weber, German industrial consultant. A Zurich bank account. A Mannheim academic record. All fake. All perfect.

The table was in a corner by the window that faced the lake. On the other side of the glass, Lake Geneva stretched out in a dark sheet, the silhouette of the French Alps outlined against the sky, the lights of Évian twinkling on the far shore like a mirage. He ordered a red wine he didn't drink. He let it sit. He waited.

He arrived seven minutes late.

He was a man of about sixty, navy blue suit, silver hair, reading glasses hanging from a chain. A banker's smile. Shark's eyes.

"Mr. Weber," he said, sitting down without permission. "Thank you for accepting the meeting."

"You didn't give me many options."

"I'm an intermediary. I connect people who can't connect themselves. Tonight, I'm here to connect you with someone who wants you to know something."

"Someone?"

"Someone in Tehran. Who would prefer that you live to see the next sunrise."

Ariel didn't blink. His pulse quickened a fraction. Just one.

"What do you want to tell me?"

The intermediary leaned in. The candlelight carved shadows under his cheekbones. He smelled of expensive cologne and fresh coffee.

"Within forty-eight hours, Iran will launch a surgical strike against a specific installation in southern Israel." A pause. "I don't know which one. But my contact in Tehran assures me the target is your unit, Mr. Weber. Unit 8200."

Ariel kept his face stone. Inside, his brain was already drawing a map: Nevatim. The drones. The servers. Noa, Yonatan, Rafi Alon, Maya Stern. Twenty-eight names he didn't yet know he would add to his memory.

"Why are you telling me this? You don't work for us. You don't work for them. You work for money."

The intermediary smiled. His eyes, cold.

"I work for stability. Total war is bad for business. If Iran destroys Unit 8200, Israel responds with F-35s. Iran responds with long-range missiles. The United States gets dragged in. Russia, France, Britain... everyone picks a side. Oil goes to two hundred dollars. The Strait of Hormuz closes. My investment portfolio collapses." A smile. "I don't want war. I want a warning."

Ariel was silent. There, in the dining room of the Beau-Rivage, with Lake Geneva spread out beyond the gardens and a Swiss intermediary across from him, he understood something he had suspected for years: those who truly controlled the world were not in the command centers of Tel Aviv or Tehran. They were in five-star hotels, with accounts on three continents and a single moral principle: that business never stop.

"What do you want in return?"

"Nothing. Your survival. If you live, the attack partially fails. If it partially fails, Iran doesn't completely lose face. If they don't lose face, there's no total war. Everyone wins."

The intermediary stood. He left a hundred francs on the table. Before leaving, he leaned in one last time.

"One more thing, Mr. Weber. My contact in Tehran has a daughter. She studies physics. Her name is Layla. You don't know who she is, but you might want to remember her name. Human beings are easier to save when they have names."

He disappeared between the marble columns.

Ariel sat there. He looked at the lake, still and black before him. He looked at the undrunk wine. He didn't ask for the bill. He waited exactly seven minutes — protocol. Then he got up, walked out onto the terrace, and walked to the water's edge.

With the smell of algae and wet grass, the cold mountain air on his face, he allowed himself one thing: to feel fear.

Then he put it in his jacket's inside pocket.

Next to the fake passport. Next to the hotel reservation. Next to the name Layla, which without knowing it, would become the crack in Farid Kashani's armor.

Ariel returned to his room, opened his encrypted laptop, and wrote a coded message to Tel Aviv:

"It's coming. Prepare."
Part I — The Calm Before the Storm

PART I: THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM

Chapter 1 — Nevatim, Negev Desert. June 22, 2026. 6:15 AM.

Two days after Lausanne, the desert still didn't lie.

Ariel Ben-David stood on the main runway of Nevatim base, the rising sun at his back and the heat beginning to draw waves on the asphalt. The smell of kerosene and dry earth.

Noa Shalev approached without a sound. She wore her field uniform, short hair still damp from the morning shower, and a cup of coffee she held as if it were a sacred object.

"The meeting with Kariv is at eight," she said, offering him the cup. "I'm guessing you didn't sleep."

"Enough," he lied.

"Sure." Noa didn't insist. She knew when not to push. "Seriously, what's going on? Ever since you came back from Switzerland, you've been... off."

Ariel looked at her for a moment. He could tell her the truth. He could tell her that a Swiss intermediary had warned him of the attack, that the name Layla Kashani echoed in his head, and that the weight of the lives he couldn't save was already beginning to bend his back.

Instead, he said:

"I'm thinking about Lieutenant Alon. His first real watch. Do you think he's ready?"

Noa looked at him with that expression of hers that meant I don't believe you, but I'll let it pass.

"Rafi Alon is more than ready. Yonatan has been giving him private hacking lessons. The kid's a prodigy."

"I hope he doesn't have to prove it this week."

They walked together to the main hangar. Ariel paused to observe the titanium wings, the hyperspectral sensors, the cameras that could read a license plate from twenty kilometers away. Three years of development. Hundreds of millions of dollars. Technology no other army in the world yet had.

Within fourteen hours, all of it would be scrap.

Ariel knew it. And he could do nothing to stop it. If he evacuated the base, the IRGC would know the warning had arrived. The attack would be delayed, not canceled. Instead of a surgical strike, it would be a mass bombardment.

The only way to save the majority was to sacrifice a few.

That was the unwritten rule of intelligence: never warn of an attack unless you can stop it. And he couldn't stop it. He could only absorb it.

"Noa," he said, without turning. "At 7:45 PM, I want all non-essential personnel in the shelters. No exceptions."

"What's going to happen?"

Ariel was silent. He looked at the young faces of the technicians, laughing and joking as they adjusted the engines.

"What has to happen," he said finally. "And we're going to survive."

Noa nodded. She didn't ask more. Sometimes, Ariel's silence was enough.

And he kept walking, because it was the only thing he knew how to do.


Chapter 2 — Nevatim, Command Center. June 22, 2026. 12:30 PM.

Yonatan Ezra had been in front of the screen for six hours when he spilled coffee on his keyboard.

"Shit!"

The black liquid seeped between the keys. Yonatan jumped up, threw the keyboard to the floor, and began drying the contacts with his uniform sleeve.

"What are you doing?" Noa asked from the other end of the room.

"I was inside," he said, in a low voice. "The IRGC command system. I'd been tracking their communications for three hours, and just when I found the authentication node... this. Six hours of work. Gone."

Noa stood up. She crossed the room.

"You didn't spill coffee. You've been staring at that screen for six hours because you're looking for something you don't want to show me."

"I found something," Yonatan admitted. "In the IRGC communications. A pattern. They're loading missiles. It's not defensive. It's offensive. And I think Ben-David knows."

Five minutes later, they had a file. An encrypted message, sent from a node in Switzerland, received at Ariel Ben-David's terminal at 2:15 AM on June 21. The Beau-Rivage Palace.

"Yonatan. You don't tell anyone about this. Understood?"

"He's not hiding. He's protecting. Do you trust him?"

"Yes."

"Then trust him."

"And Yonatan — go to sleep. If you insist on staring at screens, I swear I'll lock you in the punishment bunker with a shortwave radio and a bottle of water."

Yonatan smiled. It was the first smile in days.

"Threat accepted."


Chapter 3 — Nevatim, Main Hangar. June 22, 2026. 7:00 PM.

The sunset painted the desert orange. Ariel walked among the drones, running his hand over the titanium wings as if saying goodbye to an old friend.

"What are you doing here?" Noa asked.

"Saying goodbye."

"Noa. When it starts, I want you in the south bunker. Not the command center. The south bunker."

"Because I want you alive






Chapter 4 — Nevatim, Command Center. June 22, 2026. 7:47 PM.























Chapter 5 — South Bunker, Nevatim Base. June 22, 2026. 8:17 PM.

















