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To Adam Vital, Yigal Palmor and the rest of the soldiers
in the Apocalypse Department at the Yarkon Base.




 




“A long night in Paris will cure us of all this”


Napoleon Bonaparte, after the retreat from Moscow, in response to an officer asking how they could recover from the loss of eighteen thousand soldiers.
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Chapter 1


Nine people witnessed the abduction of Yaniv Meidan from Charles de Gaulle airport, not including the hundreds of thousands who watched the security camera footage once it had been posted online.


The initial French police report described him as “an Israeli passenger, approximately twenty years old”, although a week earlier he had celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday. His colleagues described him as “mischievous”, some calling him “childish”. They all agreed that he was “fun-loving”.


He disembarked, noticeably cheerful, from El Al flight 319. As he left the plane he tried his luck again with the flight attendants, and at passport control he played the fool with the French police officers, who regarded him with blatant hostility before stamping his passport and waving him on.


That is how it had always been. Ever since kindergarten, everyone had forgiven Meidan for everything. He had an exuberant, partly juvenile spontaneity about him which succeeded in charming every employer he had ever worked for, as well as winning over quite a few women, if only for a while. “It’s easy to forgive Yaniv,” a teacher once said to his mother.


Nothing else distinguished him from the other two hundred Israelis who had come to Paris to participate in the CeBit Europe Expo. With a buzz cut and matching stubble, wearing jeans and a T-shirt with the logo of a previous year’s computer fair, he wore the uniform of all young men in a country self-described as a “start-up nation”. In the footage he was seen forever fiddling with his mobile.


He was in his second year as marketing manager of the software company B.O.R., and that made him the most senior member of the team sent to the event. There were six of them, including him – a small team compared to the other, larger companies. “What we lack in money, we make up for in talent,” he called out to his colleagues, who viewed him with a mixture of amusement and affection.


The baggage claim was in a dimly lit, cramped hall. Meidan picked up the pace of his jokes. The longer they had to wait, the more bored he became, and he ambled to and fro, chatting, drumming against the motionless conveyor belt. He hated waiting. He hated being bored. His success as a marketing manager was directly linked to this quality, his need to inject interest into any given moment.


There was no sign of the suitcases. At one point he began photographing himself in different poses, and uploaded a picture of himself next to the billboard of the Galeries Lafayette department store sticking his tongue out at the nude model, having no thought that the photograph would appear the next day on the front page of the most popular Israeli newspaper, Yedioth Ahronoth.


The marketing managers of the rival companies sat down with their laptops and made use of the time to work, rehearsing their presentations for the fair. “It’s all about connecting,” Meidan told his team, and whipped out a Visa card to pull a funny face in front of an American Express billboard.


Suddenly suitcases were shuffling onto the conveyor belt, and their luggage was among the first to appear. “Don’t worry, guys, the fair will be there tomorrow too,” Meidan jeered at the other passengers, and led his team towards the exit with a triumphant swagger.


They passed through the green customs line, he in the lead, his five colleagues in his wake. The automatic exit doors opened at once, and he was met with a row of a dozen greeters bearing signs, chauffeurs waiting for this or that passenger. Half of them looked like gangsters, but among them stood a breathtaking blonde in a red hotel uniform holding up her sign. Meidan at once approached her, sure that there was time for one last horsing around in front of the guys, just one more opportunity for tomfoolery, and that would be it.


It was 10.40 a.m., Monday, April 16.




Chapter 2


Meanwhile, in Tel Aviv, Segen* Oriana Talmor was being rushed into the special meeting.


It was the first time she had been asked to represent her unit at Camp Rabin, Tzahal’s headquarters in HaKirya. She looked around in wonder at the huge Israeli Defence Forces compound, while the athletic military policeman who had been assigned as her escort walked briskly ahead. Segen Talmor followed him through a labyrinth of brutalist concrete barracks and futurist glass towers, along roads bearing incongruous names like “Iris Walk” or “Greenfields Lane”, towards their destination.


It took twenty minutes and several security checks for them to reach the floor that houses the executive offices of Tzahal’s Chief of Intelligence. The lobby was already full of people. They spilled out into the corridor, and a heavy-set rav seren bearing a pile of folders sat himself on the receptionist’s desk, all the while ignoring her angry glares.


Oriana found a seat by a window overlooking Tel Aviv. In front of her, a mass of low-rise buildings, occasionally dotted with green, spilled towards the pale Mediterranean coast. The sea was nowhere to be seen, bleached by the sun and eclipsed by residential towers and hotel blocks.


Across the street from the huge military compound people were lining up at gourmet restaurants, riding stylish electric bikes, and exchanging greetings, confidential addresses, family news and vegan recipes. Closer to the gates, a few women dressed in black called for the end of military occupation in Palestinian territories and were politely ignored by the American tourists and Israeli generals disappearing into the shopping mall ahead. By the car park, dozens of stray cats hovered around the dustbins, waiting for the duty soldier to dump the military food waste.


Although she was so high up, Oriana could sense the intensity of it all. Tel Aviv was celebrated now as the coolest city on earth. It was also the only place in Israel she had never really liked.


She moved away from the window and lingered in front of the strange objects displayed on the walls: a cowboy hat, a gift from the then head of the C.I.A.; a sword of pure silver, a present from Zimbabwe’s head of security services; a vintage Toblerone poster from the head of Swiss counter-intelligence. She tried to guess what gifts the Israeli Chief of Intelligence had given in return.


At 12 p.m. on the dot, the heavy wooden door opened and everyone filed into the conference room, where the air-conditioning unit was on full blast. Oriana took a seat at the corner of the table close to the door.


A commotion erupted when representatives of intelligence-gathering units moved to take the chairs at the head of the table, while the research department staff loudly exclaimed that seating was pre-assigned. In his early twenties, Oren was the ambitious adjutant to the Chief of Intelligence. Clearly under pressure, he reprimanded both sides indiscriminately. The representative of the naval intelligence division, the only other woman in the room, casually sat down next to the seat reserved for the chairman of the meeting, her white uniform lending her the appearance of a bride on her wedding day. Slipping in through a side door, the head of research, less than impressed, demanded she move aside. From their row of portraits on the walls, the intelligence chiefs of generations past gazed down at the ruckus, secure in their black and white stateliness.


When everyone was finally seated, the adjutant opened with a roll call, a classroom ritual that only added to the childish atmosphere.


“Information security?”


“Here.”


“Air intelligence group?”


“Here.”


“Naval intelligence department?”


“Here.”


The research divisions were called out by number, followed by the intelligence-gathering units, including two that Oriana had not even known existed. No fewer than three representatives from the Mossad were in attendance.


“504?”


“Here.”


“8200?”


He pronounced the name of the unit like a rookie: “eight thousand two hundred” instead of “eight two hundred”.


“Here.”


All eyes turned to her with what felt like overly appreciative glances, some ogling unabashedly. Oren had a different problem.


“This is a meeting summoned by the Chief of Military Intelligence, Aluf Rotelmann. He explicitly asked that the head of 8200’s Special Section be here today.”


“There is no head of section at the moment, Seren. I am the deputy and acting head,” Oriana said. The general’s adjutant was a seren, only one rank above her, but his position conferred on him much more power. Running through her mind was the advice she gave herself at moments like these: “Do not smile apologetically. Do not repeat what you have already said. If they are waiting for you to elaborate, let them wait.”


The adjutant was the first to break. “Sgan Aluf Shlomo Tiriani is head of Unit 8200’s Special Section,” Oren said, his eyes scanning the room for the sgan aluf. “Are you saying he’s on leave?”


“He was released from duty yesterday,” Oriana said. “His replacement is currently on a training tour abroad. He is expected to take up his duties when he returns,” she said.


“We understood that Tiriani was coming,” the young man said. He had big eyes and lips that formed the shape of an “O” even when they weren’t moving, as if still hungry for the maternal breast. The paratrooper’s wings on his chest completed the image of a child in fancy dress for Purim.


“I regret the disappointment my presence has caused you,” Oriana said. Laughter erupted across the room, but Oren was quick to silence it. He completed the roll call, got up to open an inner door, and called out, “We’re ready.”




Chapter 3


The scene at Charles de Gaulle Terminal 2 was becoming unmanageable, and Commissaire Jules Léger of the Police Judiciaire wanted the day to be over and done.


His head hurt. Not a muffled headache, not the kind that stays politely in the background; not a hangover type of headache, the kind that’s accompanied by comforting memories of the previous night. Not a headache that derives from hunger, heralding hope for a heartening and healing meal. And certainly not a headache that disappears of its own accord within a short while, like after drinking a granita in the summer. No, this was a genuine headache, verging on a migraine, and there were many reasons for it, which Commissaire Léger now tried to articulate to himself.


First, there was the simple and indisputable fact that a passenger had disappeared from one of the most secure locations in France, not half an hour after his flight had landed.


Second, and this was sheer injustice, the scene of the event had fallen under his domain completely by chance. The airport’s chief of police was on a week’s holiday, and Commissaire Léger had received an order that in the chief’s absence he was to preside over investigations at the airport as well. He did not know the investigators around him, and he was not familiar with the scene either. His attempts to organise a semblance of police activity exacerbated his headache: the wail of police sirens outside competed with the noise of the radios inside, and together they pounded mercilessly against his aching temples.


Third, and high on the list of reasons for his headache, two Israeli officials, who without warning had appeared on the scene, were now demanding to be allowed to participate in questioning the witnesses.


Léger vaguely recognised the one named Chico, an older man with a mop of red hair, not necessarily natural, who was the representative of the Israeli police in Europe. Léger had met him in meetings to discuss the security of Israeli institutions in Paris, but to the best of his recollection he had never requested to be involved in an investigation before.


The other Israeli did not look like a policeman at all. He was tall, in tight black jeans and a white shirt whose price Léger estimated to be more than his monthly salary. Blue eyes gazed out beneath a shock of black hair dashed with white, offset by a horizontal scar on his chin which prevented his face from appearing altogether too gentle for a man. He stared straight past Léger. The commissaire had encountered several of his kind throughout his career, usually in fraud investigations. He was familiar with the Israeli’s obscure I.D., a laminated card with a photograph that looked too recent, this one bearing a foreign name and military rank. If Léger chose to believe the card, he was Colonel Zeev Abadi. Léger’s urologist was named Abadi too, a fact that did not alleviate his concerns. The emblem of the state of Israel was proudly displayed on the back of the card, with the request, in English and French, that all law authorities across the globe “aid in any way the carrier of this card”, whom it defined simply as “Investigator”.


“Anyone could make a card like this at home,” Léger said, looking up to meet Abadi’s eyes. Military, he thought. Intelligence?


“I’m in Paris partly by chance,” said the mysterious Israeli, and put the card back in his wallet, as if by doing so he had replied to Léger’s comment.


His French was slow but precise, almost poetic. “Un peu par hasard,” Léger thought, and it was only his headache that prevented him from remembering if it was borrowed from a poem. He wanted to ask Colonel Abadi – if that was indeed his name – how an investigator could stumble partly by chance upon a crime scene thousands of miles from his office, but instead he turned to the airport inspector. “Let’s get them over to their witnesses.”




Chapter 4


It was soon after midday in Tel Aviv, but you would not have guessed it from inside. There were no windows in the giant hall, which was illuminated day and night by white neon bulbs. The hands of a dozen conflicting clocks, each bearing the name of a distant city, advanced on the main wall. It was seriously cold. Even at the height of summer the soldiers sat huddled in coats, and spent entire shifts rubbing each other’s shoulders. Over the years, numerous complaints had been submitted to the ombudsman, but the air-conditioning units kept rattling on: in the central nervous system of Israeli military intelligence, the welfare of the computers came before the welfare of people.


The reports poured in at a dizzying pace, dozens every minute, from every military intelligence unit. In 99 per cent of the cases, the algorithms distributed the reports to the relevant sections without the need for human intervention. In other cases the report appeared on one of the screens, and the soldier had to decide within seconds whether it warranted the shift manager’s attention.


The volume of data was enormous. The computers were capable not only of screening the reports but also of determining their level of importance according to the credibility of the source and sensitivity to keywords. They also identified similar reports and linked them, so that at 12.14 p.m., the screens lit up in concert in front of the soldier at Station 23.




To: CENTRAL


From: HATZAV OSINT Europe


Priority: Very Urgent/Unclassified


Passengers at Charles de Gaulle airport currently reporting on social media police forces sweeping Terminal 2A (El Al terminal, duty officer’s comment).







To: CENTRAL


From: El Al/Security/Chief Security Office


Priority: Immediate/Restricted


El Al chief security officer Paris reports possible abduction of Israeli citizen from Charles de Gaulle airport. Further details tk.







To: CENTRAL


From: Police/National Headquarters/Foreign Intelligence


Priority: Immediate/Secret


Israeli police representative in Europe reports Israeli citizen described as missing person by Paris police. Circumstances unclear. Police representative at location with military attaché’s representative. Further information as available.







To: CENTRAL


From: Aman/Central Intelligence-Gathering Unit/U.S. Intelligence


Liaison Unit


Priority: Immediate/Top Secret


Clearance level: Code Black


French Police canvassing Terminal 2A Charles de Gaulle airport in search of Israeli passenger Yaniv Meidan, approx. 20 y/o, visiting


Paris to attend CeBit Expo. Disappeared disembarking El Al flight 319. (Initial lead is criminal, duty officer’s note.)





The soldier in front of the screen did not take unnecessary risks, and pressed the forward button. Ten feet behind him, on an elevated podium, the shift manager sat in front of a giant screen that covered the entire wall. That day it happened to be a sergeant only days from her release date whose thoughts were fixed on her upcoming trip to the beaches of Sri Lanka.


“It seems criminal to me,” she said.


“Why would a techie be involved in criminal activity?” the soldier said. “The U.S. liaison guys automatically label as ‘criminal’ any event that isn’t Palestinian-related. Does their source even exist, and at that clearance level?”


Most of the reports from the U.S. intelligence liaison unit arrived from American listening posts, usually managed by the N.S.A. How could their duty officer even know whether it was a criminal or security event? The soldier’s question was certainly apt, even if the sergeant would gladly have done without apt questions at that moment. The only questions she longed to hear were: “Would you like a special meal on your flight?” or “Would you like anything from the duty-free cart?”


“What do I need this shit for, forty-eight hours before my discharge?” she said to the soldier, who was sweet and understanding. She smiled at him and pressed the button.


“Executive office, this is Central,” she said into the microphone. “We have a Code Black report for the chief, immediate urgency.” On the top floor of the general headquarters building next door, two soldiers sprang up from their bench and raced downstairs.




Chapter 5


“Did you notice him on the flight?” Chico said to Abadi. “Is this Meidan guy the reason you’re here?” The two men had detached themselves from the investigation team at Charles de Gaulle and were walking through the arrivals hall of Terminal 2.


“I’m not here,” Abadi said, turning to face the Israeli police representative, who stopped in his tracks.


Unsure how to react, Chico ran his hand through his red hair. “Of course, of course,” he apologised. “I completely understand if you prefer not to talk about your mission. In fact, I wish you wouldn’t.”


“I’m not,” Abadi said.


“This kidnapping is just so strange,” Chico said. He continued in a whisper, “France has the highest rate of unsolved crimes in the Western world. This investigation isn’t looking too good. We may have to intervene.”


Abadi did not bother to answer, instead turning and walking back towards Léger. What missing persons investigation did look good in the first few hours? The facts were unclear, there was no apparent motive, the witnesses contradicted themselves, and any shred of evidence had disappeared. The Israeli police probably would not have done a better job.


Which is why he was not surprised by the results, as presented by the airport police inspector, when they reached him. The bottom line was clear. Clear – and completely bewildering.


“We have a missing Israeli passenger, Yaniv Meidan, twenty-five years old, a marketing manager, who disappeared from the terminal as if he’d vanished off the face of the earth. The witnesses claim he was abducted in the arrivals hall by a woman he could not possibly have known, a tall blonde in a red hotel uniform.”


“What do you mean when you say she abducted him? By force?” Chico said.


Léger motioned towards the airport inspector with a large, circular gesture that probably meant, “Explain it to them again, more slowly.” Abadi had yet to decide whether the commissaire was ill or if his sombre silence was his way of expressing dissatisfaction.


“As far as we’re concerned, this is for now a missing persons case,” the airport police inspector said. “The woman was captured by the security cameras entering the terminal in a hotel uniform, and was here waiting for the passengers to arrive, standing next to the chauffeurs and greeters, all holding signs with the names of passengers. She waited for about half an hour with a sign. We couldn’t read the name on it, but when the doors opened and the passengers started coming out, the missing person, and this is a fact, approached her. He is seen on camera accompanying her quite willingly to the lifts leading to the underground car park.”


“So why are you searching the terminal?” Abadi said. “What makes you think he may have been abducted?”


“First of all, we’re on alert because of intelligence reports about the possible abduction of an Israeli citizen in France. I mean, you’re here, aren’t you?” he said, looking at Chico for confirmation, before continuing. “And the second reason . . .”


“The second reason?” Abadi said, because the inspector had paused and seemed to be struggling to find the right words.


“The second reason is because they disappeared,” he said at last. “They disappeared. I wanted to check if this guy walked out with the blonde of his own free will, so I asked for the footage from the surveillance cameras. They can be seen entering the lift together, but there’s no sight of them exiting. That’s why I said it was as if they’d vanished off the face of the earth. Given the situation, I updated Commissaire Léger, and we decided to launch an investigation.”


Chico cleared his throat dramatically and asked, “Commissaire Léger, could you perhaps clarify this for Colonel Abadi, who as a military man and not a police investigator is perhaps finding it difficult to comprehend these findings?”


Abadi did not have a chance to intervene before Léger said, “I don’t know in what capacity Colonel Abadi is here. I assume the witnesses called the Israeli embassy, which is their right. I’m cooperating with you as a matter of courtesy. If you don’t like what you’re hearing, you are welcome to return to the Israeli embassy and wait for our report through the customary channels.”


“I meant no offence,” Abadi said. “We just want to understand what evidence made you suspect he didn’t leave the airport of his own volition.”


Once again Léger motioned towards his deputy, who said: “There are three lifts that lead to the underground car park. There are no cameras inside the lifts, but we have one on each door, one on the ground floor and one at car park level. We cross-referenced the footage, ten minutes back and ten minutes forward. They entered the lift together on the ground floor, but they did not take the exit on the parking level. Both Yaniv Meidan and the hotel greeter disappeared as if they’d been swallowed up by the lift.”


Commissaire Léger shot Abadi a questioning, almost defiant look. “I understand you’re here to interrogate the witnesses. I’m willing to permit that, and perhaps you’ll be able to draw information that will contradict the footage.” He gestured magnanimously towards the other room, in which voices shouting angrily in Hebrew could be heard.


It was 11.30 a.m., Monday, April 16.




Chapter 6


As far as the adjutant was concerned, the report could not have come at a less convenient time.


Oren kept flipping the envelope between his fingers. It was marked and sealed in accordance with protocol. “Clearance Black,” the stamp cautioned. Black was the only colour on the intelligence security scale that did not indicate the sensitivity of the source but of the report itself. It might contain information obtained by illegal means or with a direct connection to a specific Israeli citizen. In any case, it was too sensitive to be widely distributed. Since the days of telex and fax machines, intelligence reports had been transferred electronically; only reports with black clearance were delivered to the Chief of Intelligence in a secure envelope with a wax seal, by hand, as in the Middle Ages.


The special meeting had begun half an hour ago, which meant that Rotelmann was about to get to the heart of the presentation. On the one hand, the instructions were “do not disturb”. But on the other hand . . . On the other hand, the report from Charles de Gaulle was connected to the alert that had triggered the meeting in the first place, in a direct, odd and almost prophetic way. Oren bounced the envelope between his hands like a hot potato. He asked the secretary again, “Are we sure he didn’t serve in Unit 8200?”


“Yaniv Meidan, personnel number 8531272, enlisted in the armoured corps and was discharged with the rank of samal four years ago, after which he had his medical profile lowered due to back pain. He has since been serving his reserve duty in the food supply centre. He has not served a single day in the Intelligence Corps, let alone in Unit 8200.”


She spoke to him in her habitual, almost insolent tone, pronouncing the sergeant’s rank with contempt, but it was not the right day for a confrontation. He glanced at the clock. The meeting would be over in half an hour, and the temptation to wait until its end to present Aluf Rotelmann with the envelope was overwhelming.


“I’m going back into the meeting, slip me a note if there’s any development,” he said in the most authoritative voice he could muster. In the hallway between the chambers and the conference room, he placed his mobile in the secure box, straightened out his shirt in front of the mirror, and considered for a moment kissing the mezuzah for divine protection. He entered with rapid steps and sat back in his chair. His absence had not excited any particular attention. All eyes were on the presentation. All eyes – except for the beautiful eyes of the new 8200 officer, which lit upon the envelope he was holding. Her gaze lingered upon the black seal and then settled on him with quizzical suspicion.


Everything was going according to plan, he reassured himself, all in all. Everything, that is, apart from the unexplained disappearance of a citizen at the centre of the scene, and the simultaneously unexplained replacement of the head of the relevant section by an overly inquisitive officer. The sweat on his forehead was not part of the plan either.




Chapter 7


The police post at the terminal was larger than one would imagine from the outside, its narrow door leading to an entire suite of offices. In the first, technicians were busy printing photographs of Meidan from the security footage. They would not at this stage be distributed to every office in the port, and certainly not to the border police, the inspector explained to them. This was an investigation of a passenger who had gone missing under unclear circumstances – circumstances that included the possibility that the passenger had disappeared of his own volition.


The group was invited to watch clips of footage from the security cameras. Abadi did so merely out of courtesy, then asked to speak to the missing person’s travel companions.


“The answer will not come from the witnesses either,” Léger said, offended, but he led them back to the adjacent hall.


There were in fact two groups of witnesses: in addition to Meidan’s frantic travelling companions, the French police had identified three of the drivers who had been waiting at the arrivals gate. All three, Léger informed his guests, were former Israelis without proper French work permits. As unlicensed taxi drivers hoping to attract tourists to their unmarked vehicles, they were paying more attention to the arriving passengers than to what was happening around them in the hall.


But all three remembered the girl. Long blonde hair, tall, red uniform – those were the descriptions that kept resurfacing in the witness statements. Like them, she was apparently waiting for passengers, and they had assumed she was working for one of the big hotel chains. They remembered Meidan, too, because he was among the first to emerge from the customs area. One of the drivers testified that he had said in a low voice, in Hebrew, “Want a cheap ride to Paris?” But Meidan had immediately approached the blonde, apparently trying to make out the sign she was holding, and the driver abandoned his efforts. None of the three knew what happened afterwards.


The interrogation proceeded in some disorder, without note-taking. Chico asked his questions in Hebrew and then translated the answers into English. Léger’s deputy followed suit in French. It was a circus, but it hardly mattered; their testimonies were of no value.


“Alors, Colonel Abadi?” the commissaire asked in a tone that could have been patronising but verged on empathic. The room fell quiet.


“I don’t like blondes,” Abadi said at last.


“I believe you’re in the minority there,” Léger said, struggling to follow his guest’s train of thought.


“And in a short red uniform, no less. That’s all the witnesses are going to remember.”


“She’s a hotel greeter. Most of them are blonde, and all have some sort of uniform. We are questioning all the major hotels in Paris about her. I could share your opinion of blondes with them.”


“Don’t waste your time, no hotel will have heard of her,” Abadi said, and turned to the second group of witnesses.


There were five of them, all members of Meidan’s delegation, waiting impatiently for their interrogation and not without anger. “How long are these bastards going to keep us here?” one of them said after being introduced to the Israeli investigators. They looked tired and nervous, turning over in their minds the main question: where to go from here? Some wanted to stay in the airport until their colleague turned up; others wanted to leave for the fair without further delay.


A bald man named Assaf spoke on behalf of the group, since they had all had the same vantage point: they had seen Meidan leaving the baggage hall with his suitcase. Several greeters had been standing in front of him, some holding signs. Meidan had gone straight to the blonde in the red uniform.


“He was trying to flirt with her,” Assaf said, at which Dubi, the oldest in the group, corrected him: “He was just trying to give us a laugh. It wasn’t as if he thought he had a chance with her.”


They agreed that he had gone straight to her, on the pretence of trying to read the name on her sign. Assaf said that Meidan “just wanted to get a look at her boobs”. He saw them exchanging some words, then Meidan turned round and called out to them, “Guys, don’t wait, I’ve found me a better ride!” He laughed and followed the blonde to the lifts to the underground car park. That was the last they had seen of him.


All eyes turned to Abadi, who chose to ask in French, if only to try out the simultaneous interpreting in the opposite direction, “Est-ce que l’ascenseur montait ou descendait?”


Chico, at first surprised by the switch of language, translated for the five members of the group. “He wants to know if the lift went up or down.”


“Why would it go up?” Assaf said. “They were going to the car park.” But then a scrawny, bespectacled man who said his name was Uri, and who turned out to be the company’s security manager, said, “From what I saw, the lift did go up. The girl led him towards the lift, they went in, the doors shut. No floor number lit up, but I definitely saw a flashing arrow pointing upwards.”


Commissaire Léger looked like someone who was enjoying a particularly refined moment in a concert. “This is, of course, an interesting turn of events,” he said. “Unfortunately, it makes no sense at all.”


“What’s on the upper levels?” Abadi said. But what he really wanted to know was: since when did sense have anything to do with criminal activity, or with life in general for that matter? Familiar with the French, however, he stuck to the facts.


At that moment, Léger was a man losing his patience. “There is no upper level. That lift allows access to Terminal 2B, a level closed for the next five years for construction.”


“Perhaps we could go up there?” Abadi suggested brightly, as if an unexpected idea had just crossed his mind.


“My officers have investigated that level. We found nothing there.”


“We would nevertheless like to take a look,” Abadi said, like a man used to apologising for his whims. “As an investigator I may not like blondes,” he said, looking Léger’s way, “but I love deserted construction sites.”




Chapter 8


In the conference room above Tel Aviv, Aluf Rotelmann finished his introductory remarks. His deputy and head of intelligence-gathering, a brigadier general whose name Oriana did not know but whom everyone called “Zorro”, got up to give the main presentation. “First, let’s give a warm thank you to our commander,” the tat aluf said. When Rotelmann replied with a nod, Zorro went on. “No, I mean it, I want to thank Aluf Rotelmann. Really, thanks to your leadership we are prepared to face any intelligence challenge and deal with it quickly and efficiently,” he added with ceremony, turning to face the room rather than the subject of his statement.


By any standard of organisational bootlicking it was embarrassing. Rotelmann nodded slightly. “Thank you, Zorro, you were the one who came up with the solution, so, right back at you,” he said with a blank expression. The phrasing, like every part of his speech so far, could have been interpreted in two ways. Judging from the sparkle in his eyes, Zorro clearly took it as praise.


Oren gave the signal for a snack break, and Oriana made use of the time to go over her notes. Although Aluf Rotelmann had only spoken for ten minutes, and had mentioned all the intelligence-gathering units, most of his introductory statements had been about 8200. She divided them into three categories: Bad, Sad and Mad.


Under “Bad” went his commonplace complaint about intelligence-gathering: there was simply too much of it. It was on everyone’s lips nowadays. “We have the most powerful intelligence-gathering organisation in the world,” Rotelmann had said, “a combination of our own Unit 8200 and our agreement with the N.S.A. Yet for us to be able effectively to benefit from all this data, information gathering must cede to research, and not the other way round.”


On the face of it, it was an empty, meaningless statement. But it had a sound, movement and colour that stood out against the general landscape, like a snake slithering across the autumn leaves in the kibbutz where, as a child, she had played outside before supper. The explicit reference to 8200, in such a general speech that was supposedly intended to bring everyone together, could not have been coincidental.


It had become worse later, in a statement she filed under “Sad”, an enigmatic sentence, more threatening than the rest: “As well as increasing collaboration between all branches of intelligence, we will make a point of screening clearance holders in our intelligence-gathering units more strictly, especially in Unit 8200.”


And then it happened. Rotelmann pointed to an organisational chart on the wall titled “The Israeli Intelligence Community”, and spoke about the need for tighter security. Every player was placed according to hierarchy. At the top was the Chief of Defence Staff at Tzahal, the I.D.F.; beside him was his deputy, the Vice Chief of Defence Staff; and beside the Vice Chief of Defence was Rotelmann himself, the Chief of Intelligence.


The chart correctly showed that Rotelmann had three deputies, one for intelligence-gathering, one for operations, one for research. The head of intelligence-gathering was a brigadier general. Tat Aluf Zorro was responsible for eight units, including Unit 8200. But where Oriana expected to see her section within 8200, under the direct responsibility of the Chief of Defence Staff himself, there was a blank space.


She scanned the chart for Special Section, but couldn’t find it. Security for Unit 8200 – the people looking for spies, protecting sources, investigating leaks, enforcing intelligence discipline, managing counter-intelligence operations – would, the chart indicated, now be handled outside the unit by Field Security, the Military Police and even the Shabak, none of them working independently from the intelligence hierarchy.


“The Shabak,” Oriana thought. “Those guys have wanted to get their hands on internal security in 8200 for years.” In fact, the organisation had been eager to get full control of internal security everywhere. Formerly known as the Shin-Beth, a diminutive considered too cute for its ambition, it was now referred to by its real acronym, Shabak, although in recent years its commanders had been strict about using the full name, which was as vague as its inherent menace: “Sherut Ha-Bitahon Ha-Klali” (“The General Security Service”).


Security. Rabin had been assassinated right under the eyes of the Shabak agents supposed to protect him, and the unit had suffered. It had lost stature and been stripped of many of its prerogatives, including the surveillance of sensitive military units for spies. In 8200, probably the biggest and most important of these, Special Section was now managing all security matters. Oriana looked again at the writing on the wall.


So who was supposed to manage the stricter screening of Unit 8200 and the tighter security of N.S.A. intelligence? Who was supposed to be the special police in this most powerful intelligence-gathering organisation in the world? Was Aluf Rotelmann suggesting that he would curtail Special Section’s autonomy, turning it into an internal, toothless and ultimately unimportant branch of his huge organisation?


There was no way of knowing from his expression. He was sitting at the head of the table now, looking on as the participants devoured the chocolate rugelach, waited for the sugar to be passed and exchanged verdicts on the quality of the coffee. He himself neither ate nor drank. The message broadcast by his body language was “I need none of you.”


That was all too clear from his next announcement, which Oriana wrote down under the heading “Mad”.


“I’ve asked Zorro here to give you all a refresher on The Most Wanted. We will not tolerate intelligence-gathering efforts in which the left hand does not know what the right is doing.”


Oriana had looked at him with distrust. “The Most Wanted” was the common name given to the “The Most Wanted Priority Intelligence Requirements as of Today” – the agenda of each soldier in the corps. Even though every commander had his own intelligence requirement, and some units had requirements for each operation and each day of the week, when intelligence people used this particular phrase with its definite article – The Most Wanted – they meant the Intelligence Chief’s requirement, written by him and forwarded every night on the dot of midnight to thousands and thousands of sources, agents, operators and commanders.


The Most Wanted was the most important priority in the military, top of the intelligence agenda; the idea that intelligence officers would need a refresher course on it was puzzling enough; summoning the heads of all departments for that purpose was extraordinary. Would the Chief of the Air Force call a meeting to explain how to intercept an aircraft? Even the participants who were busy foraging raised their eyes in wonder.


“People, we’d like to continue,” the adjutant said, and as if by magic office assistants appeared to clear the trays from the table. Zorro sprang up and turned on his presentation. On the huge screen the corps insignia appeared, with the title “Top Secret – Internal” flashing below it.


As a security officer in one of the army’s most sensitive units, Oriana was all too familiar with the security protocols for military documents. “Top Secret”, for instance, was certainly a security classification. “Internal”, on the other hand, was a meaningless administrative title. In theory, there was no point adding it to a document that was already classified. But in practice, the word indicated that the presentation was not actually top secret because there never was a presentation. Once it was finished it would never again be mentioned; it had taken place only for a split second, in the “internal” confines of this conference room.


“Can we kill the lights?” Zorro said.




Chapter 9


“Non, non, non. Écoute moi,” the P.R. manager said adamantly, pacing up and down her office, phone in hand, a habit that somehow helped her dictate the pace of the conversation. “Now you listen to me, more than five thousand people disappear in Paris each year. Five thousand. Are you going to write an article about each one of them? Everyone has the right to embark on a new life.”


The ruling of her boss, the airport’s publicity director, was both simple and intimidating: nothing bad happens in Charles de Gaulle, ever. The last thing he would want to see on the news was an item about the abduction of a passenger. So far she had managed to fend off two reporters and had ignored messages left by three others.


“The question is whether he disappeared of his own will,” the reporter said. He was at his house, an hour and a half’s drive from the airport, and was not thrilled about the inconclusive information the news desk had sent him, which so far had appeared only on social networks.


“Listen, there’s nothing to come down here for,” the P.R. manager said. “You’d be wasting your time. The passenger picked up his luggage, met a girl and decided to explore his options. We’re in France, aren’t we? It happens all the time – airports are romantic places. If you came here for the press conferences I keep inviting you to instead of calling me with this nonsense, you’d see for yourself. Just imagine that each time you stood me up I called the police to report you missing. C’est fou.”


“It might be madness, but someone did call the police. A lot of police. Passengers uploaded photographs of the terminal showing dogs and security barriers. My editor wants me to look into it.”


The P.R. manager changed tactics. “Darling, just about everyone has already looked into it, you’re terribly behind. I’ve had calls from Europe 1, France Info and Le Parisien, even papers from Israel. Everyone checked the story and decided to drop it. The fact that he changed his plans doesn’t mean he doesn’t have a right to privacy. We have laws. The police looked into it, that’s true, but they have advised us they aren’t launching an investigation. I’m not even allowed to talk to you about it. I’m only returning your call as a courtesy.”


“The police informed you they’re not launching an investigation?”


“I can tell you for certain there’s no investigation. The police have decided not to investigate. Listen closely to what I’m telling you: there is no story.”


He rapidly weighed the risks and benefits. So long as the item was not snatched up by their competitors, the news desk would probably leave him alone. “Fine, I’ll try talking them out of it,” he said. He did not relish wasting his morning on a drive to Roissy, as romantic a place as it might be.


The P.R. manager could not rest on her laurels just yet. “Put the next pest through,” she said to her secretary and continued to pace back and forth, like a boxer waiting for his opponent to get up off the floor.




Chapter 10


The famous lift turned out to be very ordinary. It had three buttons, the lower button marked with the underground car park symbol. The middle button, leading to the ground floor from which Meidan and the kidnapper had disappeared, bore the symbol of an airplane. There was no symbol on the top button – it was covered with red duct tape; next to it, the word “transit” had been erased.


Commissaire Léger got into the lift with reluctance. It was obvious to him as well as to his guests that the securing of the site was partial at best. Police officers were guarding the lift with no concern for fingerprints. The brigadiers saluted him and after a pause he reciprocated, like a stranded tourist. He was not familiar with the airport, certainly not with its ins and outs, and this strange investigation felt like a conspiracy plotted by his adversaries in the Paris police with the sole purpose of embarrassing him.


The group was led by the inspector from the airport police accompanied by two officers. He also provided the narrative. Terminal 2 of Charles de Gaulle airport was not really a terminal, he said, pointing at the map in the lift. It was in fact a cluster of terminals, some quite a distance apart. Since the collapse of Terminal 2E in a horrifying accident, all the buildings were being reconstructed.


Now it was Terminal 2A’s turn, which was why the upper floor had been blocked off. “As you can see,” he said with an evident lack of conviction, “the top button has been decommissioned. The builders still use it because the lift is the only way to reach the upper floor. But the passengers never press it.”


The button did not light up, but the lift started moving. “Decommissioned” but in appearance alone. If the button did not light up, people would assume it wasn’t working.


The lift doors opened onto a dimly lit construction site.


“Before the renovations, this level served as an overpass between two buildings,” the inspector said, “and now it serves as a temporary storage area for construction materials.” The floor was extensive, covered with piles of sand and gravel. To the right stood four neon-coloured containers. To the left Abadi could see a parked forklift next to a chemical toilet and a wheelbarrow. No other work tools were in sight.


“Any cameras here?”


“Of course not. Why would there be cameras here?” Léger said. “It’s a construction site, there are no passengers here, only construction workers. Anyway, the labour laws prevent us from surveilling them, not that we have any reason to.”


“So where are the workers?”


This time it was the inspector’s turn to answer. He had presumably looked into these issues prior to their arrival.


“The renovations are being carried out according to an overarching strategy. For the past month the crew has been working on the adjacent building, and they’re due back here in ten days’ time.”


It was, in short, a good place for a murder. Abadi walked towards the forklift and pointed at the furthermost concrete wall. “And what’s that vent over there? Isn’t that a cargo lift?”


“There is no cargo lift here, these regular lifts are the only way to get down,” the airport inspector said in a tone that had become steadily less polite. “What you see there is the chemical toilet shaft. They can’t use the lifts to lower the compartments because of the smell they leave, so the contractor dumps one in the shaft when it’s full and they use the lift to carry up a new one.”


Abadi peered down. The smell was indeed unbearable, and the depth was impressive. The French could call it a shaft, but it was a sewage pipe that descended vertically down at least three floors. It looked as if the plan had been drawn up by an architect who had heard about construction sites but had never actually visited one.


Léger intervened in an attempt to make peace, the concern in his voice noticeable. “We have already checked every angle, Colonel, they could not have got down to the car park from here.”


Abadi took a torch from one of the officers and shone it down into the shaft, but it was too deep for the beam to reach the bottom. The shaft walls were indeed completely clean.


“It goes down into the airport’s automated sewage system, and the waste from the whole airport is cleared from the system every hour,” the inspector said with conspicuous pride. “We don’t have security down there because the air is toxic, but anyhow, there’s no way a person could get there through the shaft. Unless he was a lizard.”


“And if he was a body?” Abadi said.


Léger intervened once more. “Colonel Abadi, why all the drama? What body? We are dealing with the prank of a passenger who’s probably having a good time with that hotel greeter as we speak. I don’t think the woman we saw in the footage could have lifted a large and able-bodied man and thrown him down this shaft. And even if she could, she would have had no way of getting herself back down without using the lifts.”


“And what would have stopped her from summoning the lift and taking it down?”


“But then we would have caught her in the footage,” Léger said with despair. “Think what you may about my men but, believe me, they would recognise a blonde in a red uniform. Unless she hurled herself down the shaft after him, Charles de Gaulle airport’s very own Romeo and Juliet.”


The forklift was small, its engine cold. The chemical toilet next to it looked brand new, and on its door hung a warning sign in three languages: DO NOT APPROACH. Léger’s deputy crouched theatrically in order to peer through the lower vent, as if to make sure no-one was there.


“My men already checked, there’s no-one here,” he said, ostentatiously wiping his hands on his trousers, as if to make clear that, thanks to this exasperating colonel, he would now have to pay for dry cleaning.


Abadi stood in front of the toilet door and in one motion kicked the handle. The door flew open with a thud. By the time the French had reacted, he was already lighting up the interior with his torch. No-one was inside, but someone had been there not long before. A woman. The toilet was clogged, and in the bowl lay the strands of a blonde wig.


“Commissaire Léger, I hear the sniffer dogs barking in the underground car park. Maybe we should bring them up here,” Abadi said. “And in the meantime, let’s check those containers for ourselves.”




Chapter 11


“The topic of the presentation is a refresher on The Most Wanted,” Zorro began, “so I’m going to use last night’s list to demonstrate what I’m talking about.” He brought up a slide with the document they were all familiar with: “The Most Wanted Priority Intelligence Requirements by the Chief of Intelligence, as of Date of Publication”.


The three items from the previous night’s The Most Wanted now appeared on the screen.


1. Alerts: any information, as partial as it may be, regarding the intention to abduct soldiers via stolen military vehicles in the north of Samaria, as well as any information, as partial as it may be, regarding the possible abduction of an active or reserve Intelligence Corps soldier in Europe. Special attention to a possible abduction in Paris.


2. Syria: any information based on irregular activity of the Al-Nusra Front along the border, including troop movements.


3. Jordan: confirmation or refutation of rumours regarding King Abdullah’s physical health.


Below them was a fourth item that, as far as Oriana could tell, had not been included in the previous night’s document:


4. Iran: full or partial information regarding the Chinese government officials in charge of a possible sale of advanced nuclear equipment to Iran, including personal bribes or any other personal information.


“Right,” Zorro continued energetically. “The first three items were sent to all agents, all operators and all departments in all our intelligence-gathering units, without exception.” He scrolled the cursor from one item to the next. “And this fourth item you see here, with more specific information, was sent only to the relevant elements in the intelligence community. But from now on this kind of item will also appear on the general The Most Wanted. OK, let’s have a quick brush-up on the protocols.”


From that moment on, Zorro rapidly clicked from one slide to the next, like a bored weatherman in the middle of summer. Everyone feverishly took notes, like students in a dictation. On the screen appeared flow charts, organograms, command tree diagrams, info box templates and dozens of acronyms, as if the heads of Aman had been sent back to Intelligence Foundation Course 101. Zorro only stopped after thirty slides. “Any questions so far?” he said.


There were two ways to conceal information, Oriana’s father had taught her. The first was to hide it, which was the usual approach. Locking drawers, encrypting files, using hidden safes – all these were ineffectual, because they exposed the very existence of concealed information. The other way was to present the information as if it was utterly unimportant, to bury it in a sea of additional information, the duller the better. Very few people can detect the problematic clause in a mortgage contract, or the crucial data in a corporation’s quarterly report to the stock market. Zorro’s presentation was suspiciously boring.


Concentrate. She went into focus mode.


2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19, 23. Oriana counted in her head all the prime numbers up to her age on her next birthday before opting for a different exercise.


“A time to get, and a time to lose,” Oriana heard her father’s voice, not her own. “A time to keep, and a time to cast away; a time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak . . . ”


“Concentrate. Concentrate. Concentrate.” She looked again at her screen, this time transferring to her notes each instance of trivial repetitions, false claims or red herrings. She looked incredulously at what little remained, and questions popped up in her mind at an alarming rate.


How could The Most Wanted, the official agenda of the Intelligence Corps, be distributed in several versions? Why would a possible abduction in a Palestinian territory be linked to a possible kidnapping in Paris, when evidently the relevant intelligence sources for each case would be different? Who received the fourth request and who didn’t? Why all the fuss about Tiriani’s presence at this meeting when Oriana couldn’t see any reason Special Section should be involved? How long had this exclusion of certain areas of the Intelligence Corps been going on? Why convene a special meeting to stop it? Why today?


“If there are no questions, let’s move on to the second part of the presentation,” Rotelmann suggested.


Stay out of it. Stay out of it. Stay out of it. A time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war and a time for peace . . .


“I have a question,” said a voice from across the room. Oriana was so surprised that it had not originated from her own throat that it took her a little time to turn towards the enquirer. It was the second-highest ranking officer at the table, the head of the operations division, a young tat aluf. The hostility between him and the head of intelligence-gathering was common knowledge.


“You can ask,” Zorro said, smiling. “But you might not get an answer.”


“The Most Wanted is the only work document shared by all our units. It has always had just one definitive version, written by the Chief of Intelligence himself. When and why did that change?” he asked.


Zorro shot Rotelmann a look Oriana could not decipher. Suddenly questions erupted from around the room.


“Who received the fourth item and who did not?” one of the Mossad representatives wanted to know, while the heads of research asked how Iranian nuclear information could be restricted while a Jordanian health bulletin was not. Zorro raised his hand for calm.


Rotelmann intervened with palpable reluctance. “All understandable questions. This item is based on highly sensitive material from Unit 8200, and it was therefore decided to restrict distribution. The truth is, Shlomo Tiriani, head of 8200’s Special Section, was supposed to present this and tie up any loose ends, but I don’t see him here.”


All eyes turned to Oriana. Rotelmann noticed and his gaze travelled all the way to her, at the other end of the table. “Who is this young lady?” he asked without taking his eyes off her. “I’m pretty sure that’s not Tiriani.”


His adjutant flinched in panic. “Commander, I understand Tiriani was discharged yesterday quite unexpectedly. We were not consulted. This lady,” he said, pointing at her, not unlike the telltale who had sat next to her in third grade, “was sent in his place to represent 8200 in this meeting. Perhaps, Segen –” and here he laced both syllables of Oriana’s rank with scorn – “you could explain how something like this could have happened?” His voice rose suddenly in the second half of the sentence, as if the annoying classmate had turned into the self-righteous teacher.


“Seize the day, put very little trust in tomorrow” – her father used to quote the Romans to her. And she could recite much of Horace by heart as a result. Horace had been right, no-one was about to give her till tomorrow. She heard herself replying, “That I can explain, if necessary. What I can’t explain is why, for the past twenty minutes, you have been holding a report sealed with a ‘Top Secret Black’ clearance instead of handing it immediately to its recipient, the Chief of Intelligence, Aluf Rotelmann, who is sitting right here in front of you.”


Oriana heard whispers and the scraping of chairs. Zorro looked anxiously at Rotelmann, who, in turn, looked at Oriana, his face an unreadable mask. The adjutant began stammering an answer, but Oriana would not let him proceed.


“According to the instructions of Tzahal’s Chief of Defence Staff, a security officer must intervene at once in severe offences regarding security information, whatever the offender’s rank. I’m sorry, Seren, but if you don’t hand Aluf Rotelmann that envelope immediately, I’ll have to detain you on suspicion of gross negligence in securing a classified document.”


The room became as silent as a graveyard. Oren looked at his commander and then approached him with the envelope in his hand, a scolded expression on his face, the very same expression the telltale used to have when she beat the shit out of him.




Chapter 12


The oddest thing, at least in Abadi’s mind, was not that a passenger had disappeared soon after landing in Paris; the oddest thing was the fact that throughout the entire mess – while barriers were at last being erected around the terminal, while helicopters hovered above like mosquitos, and while at the scene itself three dogs barked incessantly as they tracked the scent of blood – an alluring female voice continued to invite passengers over the loudspeakers to smoke only in the designated areas.


Evidently, Commissaire Léger was hearing different voices. He lit another cigarette in front of the chemical toilet cabin from which the police officers had extracted not only a blonde wig but also a red hotel uniform and a matching bra and panties. The strong chemicals had coloured everything a single shade of blue, but on the blouse could be seen darker blotches that suggested blood.


“We’ve gone over the footage from the lifts a thousand times,” the inspector said in despair. “Neither Yaniv Meidan nor your blonde kidnapper is to be seen in it.”


Meidan, it was already pretty clear to Abadi, had indeed not come down in the lift. His body had in all likelihood been tossed into the shaft, God knows how. And only God knew where the body had ended up, along with the chemical waste from every building in the airport.


The abductor, on the other hand, could only have taken the lift. The officers who checked the video footage had been asked to locate a blonde in a red uniform, but by the time the woman had taken the lift down, she would have borne no resemblance to the hotel greeter who had taken it up.


Much to Abadi’s surprise, Léger understood all this intuitively. “We need to analyse the footage again,” he said to the inspector, and Abadi heard the suppressed rage in his voice. “We need photographs of every person who exited the lifts on the ground floor between 10.45 and 11.15. Women with heels are high priority. She left her wig and uniform here, but no shoes, so it’s very possible she didn’t change them.”


“The camera angle doesn’t show feet,” the inspector said. “That’s hundreds of women, hundreds. And we have no idea what she looks like. The dogs can’t pick up her scent because of the chemical toxins that have penetrated her clothes.”


“Let’s try taking them back to the area with the containers,” Abadi suggested for the second time, and this time, out of desperation, the French agreed.


The storage containers were sealed like vaults. It did not look as if anyone had tried breaking into them, and the sniffer dogs lost interest in them and started barking towards the shaft.


“Why are they even locked?” Abadi said. “Don’t the workers need to go in and out all the time?”


“They belong to the airport, not to the contractor,” the inspector said. “Airlines use the containers during periods of construction because their offices here are closed.”


“So there’s an El Al container here?” Abadi said, his gaze searching for identifying marks.


“I don’t know. If they fly out of this terminal, then one of these could be El Al’s, yes. But what does it matter now?”


“We don’t discriminate against El Al,” Léger said, trying to regain his composure. “We’ve been practising equal rights here since 1789.”


Yeah, tell me about it, Abadi thought, but refrained from rising to the bait of the Frenchman’s sarcasm. Instead, he turned to Chico and said in Hebrew, “Check as quickly as possible with El Al’s security officer whether he installed a camera to monitor their container. If he did, get him to hand over to the police this morning’s tapes right away.”


“I know him,” Chico said hesitantly. “He’s a hard-ass. I’m sure that if he did install a camera, he’ll refuse to co-operate with the French.”


“They’re going to find out, come what may, in the next few hours,” Abadi said. “The problem is that I’m not sure we have a few hours.”




Chapter 13


On the surface, Time had stopped doing what it was supposed to do, and just stood still. Everyone was waiting; no-one moved.


But in fact, everything advanced at blinding speed behind the fictitious display of a well-organised and managed reality, the one visible to the public from the windows of houses, the screens, the formal announcements, the sanitised reports.
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