



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

Road to Home

ISBN: 978-1-64890-418-9

© 2021 Mell Eight

Cover Art © 2021 Natasha Snow

Published in November, 2021 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

CONTENT WARNING:

This book contains depictions of graphic violence.


Road to Home

Road to…, Book Two

Mell Eight


Chapter One

HOME: WASHINGTON DC, USA

 

“Mihi?” Rafi’s voice echoed softly on the other end of the phone. His tone had an edge to it that was too cautious—soft, as if he were afraid of being overheard, yet intent as if he were anxious that I would miss something important. My heart beat faster in worry. Rafi never sounded like that. He was always so happy to hear my voice, to know I was all right, and to ask how my day went. 

“Rafi,” I replied, keeping my voice light and easy, as if that could somehow halt the darkness I felt creeping into our conversation. If I maintained my good mood and stayed happy, this would be just another normal phone call instead of the painful one I knew it was about to become. 

“I love you, Mihi,” Rafi continued. “When I get home, let’s make grilled peanut butter sandwiches and eat them on the back deck.” 

My heart stopped. I never should have picked up the phone so late at night, but I had been hoping it was Rafi calling to tell me he was on his way home from his most recent mission. It would have made my night to plan to cut out of work early tomorrow to go pick him up at the airport. Rafi needed to take back everything he was saying. 

“Do you want bananas in your sandwich?” I forced the words through my tight throat as I fought tears and panic. 

“No!” Rafi yelped. I wished he sounded hopeful instead of panicked. “No bananas. Keep the bananas at the store!” 

“Olives?” I asked, hurt. I understood why no bananas, but the admission still twisted something in my gut. 

“The olives are already in the pantry,” Rafi replied, much to my relief. “I have to go; I love you, Mihi.” 

The phone clicked off before I could reply. 

My first inclination was to break down and cry, and I was fighting tears even as I grabbed my wallet and keys and headed for the garage. Bananas or no bananas, Rafi wasn’t going down without me! 

I grew up eating Nutella in Israel, which was similar to peanut butter, but about a million times better. Rafi knew I wouldn’t eat something so inferior as peanut butter, which was why eagerly asking for peanut butter sandwiches was the panic code. I did love bananas on my Nutella sandwich, though, and Martin was an olive fiend. Robert was a jelly guy, but since he was still in DC, there was no reason for Rafi to have mentioned him. 

I barely remembered the drive to headquarters. I was probably lucky not to have passed a speed trap on my way, because if I wasn’t focused solely on the road, I tended to drive like an Israeli—too much speed, too much swerving around other drivers, and a tendency to obnoxiously overuse my car horn. 

Rafi’s job was a mysterious one. We couldn’t explain it to our parents or friends; instead, we simply told them he worked for the government. In fact, the majority of the intelligence and Homeland Security community didn’t know Rafi’s job existed. His job was so high up the need-to-know scale that if I hadn’t occasionally worked with his office, he might not have been allowed to tell me about it even with spousal privilege. 

What that all meant, of course, was that the nose of my car was pointed toward Maryland, instead of DC. The outside of Rafi’s office building looked unassuming as I finally pulled up, just steel and brick without any overt security features to give away its actual purpose. The official sign on the street read US Department of Forestry.

I slid into the first parking spot I saw. Since the lot was mostly empty, it wasn’t hard, but my head was buzzing strangely, and my lungs were aching as I fought against hyperventilating. Anything that helped to make this easier was a welcome boon. 

The main doors were a short walk away, along a sidewalk with carefully manicured shrubs that attempted to give the building a little class, but it still managed to look industrial despite that. The doors didn’t slam against any walls, which would have been satisfying to me as I shoved inside, but I stomped right through the metal detector, past the cop manning the security station, and up the stairs. I could hear at least three alarms going off as I bypassed the first floor and headed into the lobby on the second. Those weren’t important, though. Figuring out what was wrong with Rafi was. 

As I crossed the lobby, running footsteps and the metallic sounds of guns being cocked and slides drawn back sounded. At least a dozen security guards and armed agents, mostly cubicle workers, judging by their ties and crisply cut hair, poured out of the side hallways and through an impressive set of glass doors just ahead. I stopped stomping and held up my hands. Guns pointed at me and people shouted. I couldn’t think of what else to do. Rafi needed my help, and the means to figure out how would most likely be found here. There were procedures to follow in these sorts of situations, procedures that in my panic I had forgotten, I realized, as I stared down a dozen gun barrels. 

“Mihi, you could at least flash your badge.” Robert’s voice penetrated the fog in my head. I realized belatedly that I could have called to tell him something was wrong, and I was coming to the office. Robert sighed as he waved one large hand to tell the other agents to stand down. 

“Rafi called,” I replied slowly, careful of the potentially jumpy guards. 

Many of his coworkers were staring at me with their hands on their barely holstered guns. I don’t think I looked too crazy, even though I was only wearing pajama bottoms and a sparkly, sleeveless top. My shoes were untied, and I wasn’t wearing socks, and it was quite possible I had bed hair. Okay, so maybe there was some reason for everyone to look so alarmed about me. I was actually a bit surprised they hadn’t Tased me the second I rushed through the metal detectors, but I wasn’t normally this crazy. Rafi’s message had sent me over the edge and I was only slowly climbing back. 

“Let’s go to the office,” Robert said about five minutes later, once he had calmed his coworkers and apologized to the security guards. There would probably be an investigation into their security and why I had been able to breach it so easily. 

I followed Robert to a spacious corner office that had four desks situated against the walls. One was Robert’s, one was Martin’s, and one was Rafi’s. The last desk served as a printer area and was cluttered with all sorts of files, used coffee mugs, and other office paraphernalia. I settled behind Rafi’s desk in the cushy chair I had given him as congratulations when his team had finally earned an office with windows instead of a set of cubicles somewhat near each other. Robert sat on the corner of Rafi’s desk, a thin manila folder in his hand. 

Robert was a big man. He was tall, worked out, and had muscles that I often admired when the situation wasn’t so dire. He also had a bit of flab forming from too much time spent behind his desk. His short blond hair looked like he had been running his fingers through it, and his blue eyes were tired and bloodshot. 

“Tell me everything Rafi said,” Robert began, studying the blank folder in his hands. 

I sighed. The crazed fog in my head was dissipating as my training, and the knowledge that Robert would help me make sure something was done quickly, took hold. “He didn’t say much,” I replied. “He gave his keyword, grilling on the back deck, and then said we’d be having peanut butter sandwiches.” The panic code was unmistakable. “I asked if he wanted bananas, and he said no, leave them at the store. Then I asked about olives, and he said they’re in the pantry.” 

Robert was frowning. “I haven’t heard from Rafi or Martin in three days. They were supposed to check in two days ago. If Rafi says that he’s been compromised and that Martin is hiding until it’s safe, then we have no means of communication or access to information.” 

“What was the mission?” Rafi didn’t like to tell me all the dangerous places he went, so usually I waited at home until he called to give me his arrival time. There were plenty of days when it was Rafi sitting at home, waiting for me to call to give him my plane schedule. We had come to terms with our lives often being secretive and separated, but when I married Rafi, I had promised to love and cherish him, to protect him, and I wasn’t about to let a failed mission destroy that. I knew quite well what my husband’s job was, and I hated that it was so dangerous while being so vital, but Rafi kept the particulars quiet. 

The folder was still in Robert’s hands, untouched. He finally opened it and studied the single sheet of paper inside. “We’ve been investigating a possible terrorist cell in Italy. The chatter over the wire was three Saudi Arabians, two Egyptians, and one Iranian have been planning a 9/11-style attack on US soil. We sent Rafi and Martin to investigate and apprehend with the support of Interpol and the Italian police. It’s a routine international criminal apprehension procedure, but they’ve had problems from the moment they touched down.” 

“What sort of problems?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but at the same time I needed answers. 

Robert sighed, sounding tired and exasperated, and closed the manila folder again. He took the time to dump it into the clutter on his own desk before he turned back to look at me. “Rafi got off the plane in Rome and was told by our Interpol liaison there that the terrorists had already moved on. He had to turn around and get on another plane to Venice. Hotel reservations, informants, and a ton of other small details all needed to be changed last minute.” Robert’s exhausted voice told me everything I needed to know about just how unpleasant the situation had been for him. Rafi must have been fuming at the Italian police. 

“It wasn’t long before Rafi started suspecting that one of the police officers on the case was in the pocket of the terrorist cell, because they were always a step ahead, and only inside information could have let them escape so many times. He and Martin were forced to distance themselves from the police, which didn’t help relations between our organizations at all. Things continued to break down from there, and then suddenly Rafi and Martin stopped reporting in.” 

“You said that was three days ago,” I murmured, trying to think the problem though. “Why did Rafi only give the distress signal now?” 

“I have no idea,” Robert said with another heavy sigh. “An agent failing to report in is usually our first indication that something’s gone catastrophically wrong, but sometimes the silence is a necessary part of the operation. With Rafi it’s always been the latter. Always. But Martin has never gone silent before. Now I have confirmation that something’s not right.” 

We sat in silence for a long moment, contemplating our next step. I studied Robert’s hard frown as he stared at the thin manila folder, apparently deep in thought. 

The team was evenly balanced. Rafi was the man in the field; he was the one on the ground in pursuit of criminals and terrorists. Martin planned and researched; he came up with all the strategies and background information needed for any mission. Robert made the phone calls, arranged the meetings, provided money and safe houses, and generally did everything possible to keep the mission running as smoothly as possible. 

Now Robert didn’t have his field agent or his strategist. He did have a terrorist cell operating somewhere in Italy and a potential rescue mission to carry out. 

“What can I do to help?” I asked firmly, when it didn’t look like Robert was going to speak any time soon. 

Robert’s head shot up, surprise clear on his face as he stared at me. “Mihi, I don’t think you should get involved! Rafi specifically said no bananas.” 

I snorted incredulously. Why did everyone forget that, just because Rafi treated me like gold, I was still highly skilled? Protecting me from potential danger wasn’t important; saving Rafi—no matter that he told me not to get involved—was. My extensive training from Interpol, plus the experience from my mandatory years in the Israeli army, meant I was the best person to send. I wasn’t willing to give up on this. 

“You haven’t been cleared for work yet!” Robert tried when I continued to glare at him. 

“I got a clean bill of health three weeks ago and have already completed one project for Interpol,” I retorted coolly. “You know as well as I do that sending an Interpol agent from the US to lead the investigation would really shake things up. Besides, sending me in would put a lot of pressure on the corrupt police officers.” 

I’d met Rafi for the first time during a mission much like this one. We’d both been investigating the 7/7 bombings in London for our agencies, had teamed up, and hadn’t wanted to separate since. Now I worked for Interpol as a liaison between the US office and the department within Homeland Security where Rafi worked. 

Robert’s shoulders rounded in defeat, and he looked even more exhausted than before. I hadn’t thought it possible, but surrendering to the inevitable had brought Robert down. He could send in another team to try to pick up where Rafi had left off, he could send the Italian Interpol agent who had been working with Rafi and Martin, or he could stretch the rules a bit and send me. It would take far too much time to debrief a new team—they needed someone on the ground now, not in forty-eight hours—and working with a foreign Interpol agent with no personal ties to the US could be tricky. I was the best decision for the moment, and I had worked with Rafi’s team before. 

“How are we going to do this?” Robert asked as he got to his feet and wandered somewhat unsteadily in the direction of the coffee machine in the corner. 

“I’ll call my office,” I replied while Robert sniffed mugs to see which was cleanest. “I’ll tell them you asked me to work with you on an important counterterrorism project and you’ll be debriefing them first thing tomorrow morning. By then I’ll be on a plane to Rome to coordinate with the Interpol offices there. I could be in Venice within twenty-four hours if need be.” 

Robert frowned. “I agree that you should call your office and set up a debriefing, but I think you should wait for clearance before getting on a plane.” 

I could feel my temper, already frayed by fear and the lateness of the night, rising. “I am in perfect health!” I snapped angrily. “Yes, I still limp, but I passed the physical exam and have been cleared to return to fieldwork.” 

“Rafi specifically said, ‘No bananas. Keep the bananas at the store,’” Robert disagreed. “He wouldn’t have said that if he didn’t mean it.” 

I shook my head. “Robert, why did Rafi call me? That’s not protocol.” 

Robert closed his mouth on whatever argument he was about to make, looking stumped. “I don’t know, Mihi,” he finally sighed. “I’ve been sitting next to the secure phone for three days, and it hasn’t rung once.” 

“He wanted me to know he was in trouble,” I continued hotly. “Usually, he does everything possible to keep me safe, but he brought me into the investigation on purpose.” Rafi could have called Robert to give the distress signal, and Robert would have immediately sprung into action. I would never have known Rafi was in trouble. Instead, Rafi called me. That didn’t make any sense unless he specifically wanted my input or help. “No bananas” could be a warning to stay home, that the situation was too dangerous for me to get involved in, but Rafi must have known I would ignore it; he knew me better than my own mother. “Bananas” ensured that Robert and I knew he needed me involved in some way, and the “no” was because Rafi didn’t want to put me in any situation where I might get hurt again. He had been so damned overcautious since that terrorist bombing I had been caught in a few months back. 

Robert’s shoulders slumped yet again, like a man truly coming to the very end of his endurance. I couldn’t help selfishly hoping he had exhausted his final argument. I was going to get my way regardless, so he should save the energy. “Go home and get some sleep,” Robert said heavily. “I’ll make the calls, but there won’t be a flight out until the morning. If your department requests an early meeting, you might have to attend.” 

“I understand,” I sighed, glad Robert was finally seeing things my way. Of course, given a few hours of sleep and a chance to arrange his thoughts, that might change. I got to my feet and walked to the door, hoping he wouldn’t change his mind. Robert was groaning and rubbing his face with his hands as I quietly shut the door behind me. 

There were still security personnel in the hallway as I walked to the lobby and down the stairs. I could feel hidden glares against my back—someone had gotten into trouble thanks to my idiotic stunt—but I kept walking. If they wanted to debrief me about my break-in, they could find me in Italy. 

My hands were shaking when I got to my car, and after I slid behind the wheel, I had to do some deep breathing to calm myself enough to fit the key into the ignition. I turned the air on cold and let the chill freeze me until I was calm and steady again, even if goose bumps were peppering my arms. It took a while for my hands to stop shaking and my vision to clear. I wiped angrily at the tears—I didn’t have time for the luxury of crying—and dried my face on my sleeve. Then I put the car in drive and forced myself to sedately pull out of the secure lot into traffic. 

I don’t think I’ve ever driven so placidly in my life. It was that or another screaming run through the city, and the chances of not being stopped by a cop a second time were slim. When Rafi was home, he never let me drive. I pretended I was Rafi behind the wheel, obeying every traffic law, and I made it home unscathed. 

The car rolled into the garage, and I shut the engine off. It clicked as it cooled, and the garage door rumbled closed behind me. Only after I was safely shut in did I get out of the car and head into the house. 

I needed to be ready to go at a moment’s notice. I had a bag packed for emergencies, so I just had to make myself presentable. I grabbed my cell phone, took it into the bathroom, and tossed it onto the counter next to the sink while I showered and shaved. My body had a lot of scars, many of which were from the aforementioned terrorist bombing. I still had a slight limp from a badly broken leg, and the doctors recommended I didn’t do any deep-sea diving for the foreseeable future due to a ruptured eardrum, but all that was visibly left were raised pink spots on my naturally tanned skin. My hair and eyes were ordinary shades of brown, but my cheekbones, as Rafi liked to point out often and with too much awe in his eyes, were prominent.

The phone didn’t ring while I was drying off, so I gathered it from the counter and dumped it on the bed while I found clean underwear and jeans in the closet. Still shirtless, I switched my attention to a different necessity. In the very back of our walk-in closet, Rafi and I had our own separate gun safes. I punched in the electronic code for mine and stepped back as the heavy metal door popped open. 

I took out two holsters first, one for my ankle and one for my shoulder. Then I grabbed a Ruger .38 compact pistol and tucked it into the ankle holster. It had a good nylon grip and was small enough to carry concealed. Six-plus-one rounds weren’t significant, but in an emergency, it would do the job. I would pack some extra ammo. For the shoulder holster, I grabbed my 9mm Smith and Wesson. It was also small for easy concealment, but the bigger caliber and magazine size made it better for a main gun. I strapped on the ankle holster and shoulder holster, the leather clammy and rubbing against my slightly damp skin, grabbed the phone, and headed into the kitchen where my gun-cleaning kit was kept. 

It was late at night, long after I normally would have been asleep. Robert was no doubt raising people from their beds to inform them of Rafi’s distress call and of my intentions to hunt down whoever had Rafi and make them pay. I set out my gun-cleaning kit and started disassembling the Ruger. I wouldn’t be sleeping tonight while I was waiting for the phone to ring. I could sleep on the damned plane when I was finally allowed to start doing something to actually save my husband. 

The repetitive motions of cleaning the gun were easy to fall into and let my mind clear. There was no more time for panic. I couldn’t forget protocol or procedure again, not if I wanted to save Rafi with the help and resources of the US government. This was the time for cool and collected thoughts and actions, which weren’t something I was good at. I ran a desk for Interpol; I wasn’t a field agent, but this also wasn’t a moment for doubts. The extra help would be useful, but I would save Rafi no matter what rules or protocol I had to break and suffer the consequences later. 

Dawn arrived after a few hours. I was busy washing gun oil off the kitchen table as the sunlight began to creep across the wooden floor and lighten the room. The phone hadn’t rung yet, but I was packed and ready to go. By seven thirty, I was pacing in circles around my kitchen, wondering if I would only get in the way if I hovered over Robert’s shoulder while we waited for my flight details to arrive. 

The phone rang and I scrambled across the kitchen to grab it. One of the chairs clattered to the floor as I hit the answer button. 
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