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        El-Arish, Egypt

      

      

      

      The setting sun washed deep gold over the Egyptian city of el-Arish. From her window vantage point overlooking the entrance to the el-Zohour mosque, Rachel Jaeger studied the structure through her compact monocular.

      The neat, three-story, sand-colored building was topped by a modest dome stuccoed in the same color as the main building. The alem on top of the dome, a six-foot-tall finial capped with a crescent pointing toward heaven, was the most elegant aspect of the functional structure.

      A slight breeze stirred the gauzy window curtain, taking the edge off the desert heat. The sound of distant surf from the nearby Mediterranean Sea offered an undertone of white noise, and the scent of the sea salted the air. She lowered the monocular and let her gaze rove over the city.

      The scene might have been picturesque, if Rachel and her Mossad team hadn’t come here to assassinate a terrorist.

      In university, she’d had a history professor who claimed the architecture of a city was an open book to its past. If that was true, then el-Arish was an encyclopedia.

      The blocky ruins of the sixteenth-century Ottoman fortifications contrasted with newer Arab minarets and arches like the ones on the mosque across the street. On the drive in, she’d ever seen a few Israeli-made street signs left over from her country’s thirteen-year occupation of this city following the Six-Day War in 1967.

      El-Arish was famous for the vast groves of date palms that edged the sandy beaches next to the deep blue Mediterranean. Located midway between the Suez Canal and Israel, this city could have been many things: a charming seaside town, a vacation paradise in the parched North Sinai, or even a commercial way station between Cairo and her eastern neighbors. But it was none of those.

      The same geography that made it valuable for trade or tourism also made it a haven for terrorist groups like the Islamic State and its affiliates. The Egyptian government tried to make a difference, but physical distance from Cairo meant politicians were more worried about issues closer to home.

      El-Arish was a bargaining chip, and ISIS was winning all the bets in these times.

      When Rachel looked beyond the sunset-drenched history, she could make out where bullet marks pocked stuccoed walls. Sprinkled among the two- and three-story buildings of the town was an occasional bombed-out shell. A reminder to the citizens of el-Arish that danger was always near.

      “Overlook, Alpha. Status.” Levi’s voice in her earpiece drew her back to reality.

      “In position,” she replied quickly. Too quickly, she chided herself. She sounded rushed, not in control, like she’d been caught daydreaming on a life-or-death mission.

      “Copy,” he replied. “As soon as the sunset prayers are over, get us a visual, then establish trail.” The sound of Levi’s voice stirred a strange blend of professionalism and lust in her body. She wondered if her lover had the same feelings when he heard Rachel’s voice.

      Probably not, she thought. Levi was a true professional.

      “Understood,” she said. “Overlook, out.”

      They had become lovers before Levi recruited her to Mossad. At least, that was the half-truth she told herself. In reality, the events were inextricably entwined. But they were also careful. When she had become a probationary officer in Mossad, they had established boundaries between their work and personal relationships.

      She was glad he was running her first real field operation. She would not let Levi down. He would be proud to say he recruited her into Mossad.

      As the last of the sunset bled across the rooftops below her, the exterior sodium lights on the mosque came on, washing the steps and sidewalk in sickly yellow tones. A man appeared at the top of the steps of the mosque. He paused as he turned on his mobile and waited for the device to find a signal.

      “They’re coming out,” Rachel said in the comms channel. She raised her monocular. With the low-light feature, she could make out the man’s face clearly in the dusk. He walked down the steps slowly, absorbed in his mobile screen. He was not her target.

      “Copy,” Levi replied. “Amira, confirm you’re in position.”

      “In position.” Amira’s voice had a tense edge to it. She was a fully qualified field operative, but to Rachel’s untrained eye, she seemed jumpy. Too nervous for field work. Although Levi hadn’t said anything to Rachel—they tried to keep a no-shop-talk rule for their precious time alone—she sensed he felt the same way.

      Rachel moved the field of view of her spyglass up the block. Amira, clad in black robes and wearing a hijab, walked slowly along the street. She carried a shopping bag in her left hand, leaving her right, her gun hand, free.

      Once Rachel identified Yousef, their target, Amira would establish trail behind him. Working with Rachel in tandem, they would follow their quarry to his home. Where the target was hiding: Khaled Bey, brother of the terrorist Imri Bey.

      Then Levi, with Amira as his backup and Rachel as lookout, would finish the job.

      Yousef and Khaled were charged with attempting to bomb an elementary school in Tel Aviv. Their attempt had failed, but that wasn’t the point. Rachel’s team was in el-Arish to send a crystal-clear message to all those who contemplated violence against Israel.

      We will find you. We will hunt you down.

      The fact that their target was the younger brother of Imri Bey was a bonus.

      A pair of men appeared at the top of the mosque stairs, talking, laughing, hands gesturing. Another man shouldered past them and hurried down the steps. Then the doors disgorged a steady flow of humanity.

      Rachel had seen about fifty men and women enter the mosque for evening prayers, including their mark. She scanned the faces rapidly as the congregants made their way down the broad stairs, which served as a natural chokepoint.

      “Report,” Levi’s voice whispered in her ear.

      “Nothing,” Rachel replied. She had locked the back entrance to the mosque herself earlier in the afternoon. The front entrance was the only exit from the building.

      She forced her breathing into a steady four-count to calm herself. She scanned the faces one by one, starting at the bottom of the steps. In the tight circle of the monocular view, the bodies jostled and moved, making it tough to identify them.

      Rachel had committed Yousef’s appearance to memory. Thin face, angular jaw barely softened by a wispy beard, acne scars on his cheeks, curly dark hair, horn-rimmed eyeglasses . . .

      The discharge of congregants slowed, and Rachel felt a rise of panic. Had she missed him?

      “Overlook, report.” Levi’s voice.

      A man and a woman appeared in the doorway together. With a start, she realized the man was Yousef without his eyeglasses. He said something to the woman, who nodded and smiled. She was dressed in plain black robes and had a round face.

      “I have him,” Rachel said in her comms. “Top of the steps. Be advised he’s removed his glasses.”

      “I see him,” Amira said. Her meandering path had drawn her even with the mosque. She paused to let a knot of people pass in front of her, then joined the flow of pedestrians behind Yousef. He walked quickly, not even bothering to look behind him as he headed deeper into the city.

      “Target is headed south,” Amira said.

      “Overlook, you are cleared to move,” said Levi.

      “Copy.” Rachel slipped the monocular into a pocket of her robes and stood. She forced herself to sweep her eyes around the room, to verify she had not left any trace of her presence.

      At street level, she turned right and hurried a block over, monitoring Amira’s voice as she called out the cross streets. Yousef was hustling, with no attempt to double back or zigzag his track to see if he was being followed.

      When Rachel had gotten a block ahead of Yousef, she turned left. “I’m in position.”

      “Copy,” Amira replied.

      Rachel arrived at the corner just as Yousef crossed the street in front of her. She followed him from the opposite side of the street. Somewhere behind her, Amira had fallen back and was waiting for Levi to pick her up in the mission vehicle, where they would wait for Rachel to identify Yousef’s destination.

      It took all her willpower not to stare at Yousef. Her every movement felt exaggerated and self-conscious.

      The streetlights were sparse in this part of town. The area had changed to mostly two-story, rundown residential buildings. Rachel could hear television programming and soft music as she passed by open windows. The smells of roasting meat and baking bread wafted into the night. Every few moments, the headlights of a passing car illuminated Yousef’s spare frame.

      He marched straight ahead, his pace steady. Then, without warning, Yousef angled across the street, passing ten meters in front of her. He disappeared into an open doorway of a squalid two-story building. As Rachel passed, she could hear the slap of his sandals as he climbed the steps to the second floor.

      In the stillness of the night, she heard a knock, a low voice call out, another man’s answer.

      She continued past, then paused at the corner. In a whisper, Rachel read out the house number. A dirty, dark blue Land Rover—the mission car—rolled into view and pulled up on the curb outside Yousef’s building. Both rear doors opened, Levi and Amira got out. Tomas, the driver, stayed behind the wheel, the engine still running.

      Levi’s movements were controlled, unhurried, as he passed from Rachel’s view in the building. The street was quiet and empty, tranquil. The calmness of the scene felt out of place in the face of the coming violence.

      A flash of light across the street drew Rachel’s eye. The glare of a mobile phone screen.

      Rachel’s breath caught in her throat. The face illuminated by the light was the round-faced woman who had spoken with Yousef at the mosque.

      “It’s a trap!” Rachel said. “Get out of there!”

      Deafening, unsuppressed gunfire blared from somewhere over her head. The gunfire was not from the Mossad team; Levi and Amira were using suppressors on their handguns.

      Rachel slipped her own Glock 9mm from the holster under her robes and ran toward the open doorway. Tomas’s head snapped up. He opened the car door and had one foot on the ground when a man burst out of the building.

      Blam, blam. Without even breaking stride, the man hit Tomas with two shots center mass. The fugitive ducked behind the vehicle, raced across the narrow street, and disappeared down an alley.

      Rachel reached Tomas before his body hit the ground. In the dim light, his face was pale, mouth gaping, eyes wide. As he slid down the side of the Rover, his hands clawed at his chest.

      There were two bullet holes in his shirt but no blood.

      His vest stopped the bullets, Rachel thought.

      Tomas gripped her arm. “Go after him,” he wheezed.

      The whole exchange had taken mere seconds. Rachel sprinted into the alley after the fugitive. A block ahead, she saw a flash of movement pass under a light, and she put on a burst of speed.

      The man she had glimpsed coming out of the building was stocky, but he moved fast, driven by adrenaline.

      She was a runner by nature. She could catch him. She would catch him.

      She ripped at the fasteners on her robes, and the loose black material fell away behind her. With the hand not holding her weapon, she tore at the hijab and threw it away too, revealing black Lycra leggings and a fitted tank top. At her waist was a small pack containing her mobile and a web holster for the Glock snugged at the small of her back.

      She dodged a trash can and hurtled over a haphazard pile of bricks. Rachel crossed a narrow street at full speed, heedless of oncoming traffic. The silhouette of the running man showed briefly against the headlights of a car passing in the next street.

      “Rachel, report!” Levi’s voice in her ear.

      “I’m in pursuit,” she huffed back. “Headed west. In an alley. Two, no, three blocks west of you.”

      “You’re after Khaled. Stay on him. We’re coming.”

      At the next street, Khaled tried to force a passing car to stop. Rachel skidded to a halt and raised her weapon. She snapped off a shot, the sound like a cannon in the alley. She missed. Khaled ducked and scuttled from view to her right.

      When Rachel reached the scene of the attempted carjacking, a small knot of men had gathered, talking in excited voices. They all turned when Rachel burst from the alley, staring at this thin, dark-skinned woman with wild hair dressed in body-hugging material and brandishing a weapon.

      She scanned the road. Khaled’s stocky shape was not visible.

      “Which way did he go?” she demanded of a tall man wearing a white kufi.

      His brows clenched together in fury at her tone. His mouth started to open. He grabbed her arm.

      A woman standing off to the side caught Rachel’s eye. She pointed up the street, then hooked her fingers left.

      Rachel shook off the tall man’s hand and ran after Khaled.

      She paused at the next corner. The buildings here were close together, the streets barely wide enough for two cars to pass without one riding up on the sidewalk. The sparse lighting left shadows in doorways: perfect places for an ambush.

      The breeze washed away the smell of overheated road tar and dust with a fresh scent of salt air. They were close to the Mediterranean. As her breath slackened, Rachel could hear the sound of surf.

      Why would Khaled go toward the beach? There was less cover, fewer places to hide.

      She jogged the next block to the corner. The street was wider here, and it funneled fresh air in from the ocean. There was a green scent in the air as well. A look down the avenue confirmed what she already knew. A dark mass of date palms waved gently in the breeze.

      The answer came to her like a jolt of electricity.

      “The palm grove!” Rachel cried into her comm unit. “He’s headed for the water!”

      Heedless of a possible ambush, Rachel ran to the center of the open street and poured on the speed. With her pulse thundering in her ears, she barely heard Levi’s reply.

      Her brain worked overtime. With the delay at the carjacking and her caution on the last block, Khaled had two, maybe three minutes on her. He could be at the beach by now. He could be escaping by boat.

      She crossed the final street full tilt, narrowly missing a passing car. The driver honked angrily and shouted, but she was already in the palm grove. The heavily scented air filled her tortured lungs and the trees deadened the sounds of the city. Her footsteps swished in the loose sand. Ahead of her, she glimpsed the moonlit ocean through the bare tree trunks.

      When Rachel burst out of the grove onto the beach, she saw Khaled at the top of the surf line. He was bent at the waist, one hand on his knee, the other waving weakly at the ocean. She looked past him to see a small Zodiac boat riding the surf toward him.

      Rachel raised her weapon and fired on the incoming Zodiac. When the Glock was empty, she automatically ejected the spent magazine and loaded a fresh one without breaking stride. The Zodiac broke away and sped off.

      Khaled staggered into the foaming surf. He wheeled on her with a scream to find her weapon trained on him.

      “Drop your weapon,” Rachel shouted, still advancing until they were mere meters apart.

      Khaled’s bearded face was sodden with sweat, and he looked like he might collapse at any second.

      “Drop. Your. Weapon,” Rachel repeated.

      The terrorist’s gaze shifted to the ocean, then back to her. He started to raise his handgun.

      Rachel pulled the trigger.
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      Rachel kept her weapon trained on Khaled as she advanced. Just like she’d been taught.

      Verify your target is dead. Always.

      The terrorist was on his back, his bearded face agape, blank eyes staring up at the stars. Her bullets had grouped in a tight pattern in the center of his chest. A wash of surf ran up the beach and pooled. A trail of black blood tinged the receding water.

      Rachel put two fingers on the man’s carotid. Khaled Bey was most definitely deceased.

      Her hearing, deadened from the gunfire, returned slowly. Gradually, she made out the swish of the surf, the rasp of her own breathing, then pounding footsteps behind her.

      Rachel whirled around, Glock at the ready.

      It was Levi. He stopped, held up his hands. “It’s just me.”

      Rachel lowered the weapon. Her hand began to tremble, and she felt her knee joints turn to water. Levi caught her as she fell, expertly removing the Glock from her hand and transferring it to his own waistband.

      Her muscles quivered, suddenly weak. She felt detached from her own senses, out of control. She leaned into Levi. She could feel the tension in him, feel how the muscles in his chest and neck rippled as his gaze swiveled around them.

      What was the matter with her?

      “I . . . I . . .” she began. Her brain refused to cooperate.

      “It’s okay,” Levi said, holding her close. “It’s the adrenaline crash. Happens to everyone. You’ll be okay in a minute.”

      He helped her to a seated position on the sand, then checked on Khaled. Levi got down on his knees and searched the terrorist’s pockets, turning up a pack of cigarettes, the man’s gun, and a soaked mobile phone. He gripped the corpse under the arms and dragged the body into the surf.

      “We need to go,” Levi said. “Can you walk?”

      Rachel nodded, but when he helped her to her feet, she wobbled. Without asking, Levi scooped her into his arms and walked quickly up the beach into the palm grove.

      It was dark and protected inside the grove of trees. Rachel buried her face into the hollow of her lover’s neck.

      She had killed a person. In her chosen profession, she’d always known it would happen, but at some misty point in the future, not tonight.

      Khaled was alive, and now he was dead. By her hand.

      But he was an evil person, someone who had tried to do harm to her people. A small glow of pride sparked in her chest.

      Her country had needed her, and she had answered the call. Successfully.

      She raised her head and unlaced her fingers from behind Levi’s neck.

      “Stop,” she said. “Please. Put me down.”

      Levi set her feet on the ground. Rachel stood. She was still shaking, but she could hold her own.

      The bare tree trunks formed dark strokes against the white sand. It was peaceful in the grove, an oasis between the ocean and the city. Rachel took Levi’s hand.

      “I’ll walk out on my own,” she said.

      She saw his smile flash in the dimness.

      “Whatever you say,” Levi replied, “but we need to go now.”
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      The most direct route back to Israel would have been Route 40, which ran east along the Mediterranean coast. Instead, the team went south, following Route 55 deep into the desert.

      Levi drove the Land Rover with Amira riding shotgun. Tomas and Rachel rode in the back. Tomas claimed he was fine, but when he opened his shirt, she could see a blue-black bruise had formed across his sternum. He winced.

      “I’ll be okay,” Tomas assured her. “I still can’t believe the guy got the drop on me.”

      Rachel said nothing. She had killed Khaled, but Tomas could just as easily be dead. They all could have been killed because she had missed the girl trailing Yousef.

      The highway traffic was mostly long-haul cargo trucks. Lights pricked the darkness coming toward them and passed by at high speed. There was no pursuit from el-Arish, and Levi drove the speed limit.

      When he was satisfied they’d gone far enough south, Levi turned the vehicle off the highway and worked his way back across the desert. He put on a pair of night-vision glasses and extinguished the headlights.

      The silent car rocked gently as Levi navigated the rolling sands. Rachel fell asleep.

      She woke when they crossed the border into Israel at the town of Kadesh Barnea. It was still dark. The border guard, clad in gray fatigues, shone a light into the car and exchanged a few words with Levi as he examined passports.

      The eastern horizon was lightening when they reached the outskirts of Tel Aviv. Levi thumbed his mobile to life and dialed a number from memory.

      “We’re back,” was all he said.

      Rachel could hear the deep rumble of Noam Glantz’s voice in reply. He read out what sounded like an address.

      Levi checked his watch. “Thirty minutes,” he said and ended the call.

      The city was just waking as Levi navigated through light traffic. He took an off-ramp Rachel didn’t recognize and an immediate left into a business park. They rolled past nondescript concrete and glass structures with trimmed hedges and manicured lawns. At this early hour, the parking lots were sprinkled with only a handful of cars, and there was no pedestrian traffic. At the last building in the park, Levi turned into an underground parking garage and pulled into an open space. He shut off the engine of the Land Rover and stared through the windshield at a blank concrete wall for a few seconds.
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