

  THE FORBIDDEN INVESTIGATION - A Novella

  David Goldberg



THE FORBIDDEN INVESTIGATION - A Novella
	THE FORBIDDEN INVESTIGATION	Legal Notice
	Disclaimer
	Dedication
	Also by the Author
	Reader Reviews


	Prologue
	Chapter 1: The Breach
	Chapter 2: Silent Witnesses
	Chapter 3: Meeting in Jaffa
	Chapter 4: The Revelation
	Chapter 5: The Puppeteer
	Chapter 6: Running
	Chapter 7: The Domino Effect
	Chapter 8: Face to Face
	Chapter 9: The Counter-Attack
	Chapter 10: Return to the Source
	Chapter 11: The Commission
	Chapter 12: Against the Clock
	Chapter 13: Siege
	Chapter 14: Shockwave
	Chapter 15: Facing the World
	Chapter 16: The Hunt
	Chapter 17: Race Against Apocalypse
	Chapter 18: D-Day
	Chapter 19: Testament
	Chapter 20: New World
	Chapter 21: Evil's Resurrection
	Chapter 22: Infiltration
	Chapter 23: Into the Serpent's Den
	Chapter 24: The Trap Closes
	Chapter 25: Final Battle
	Chapter 26: Rebirth
	Epilogue: Five Years Later



  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




THE FORBIDDEN INVESTIGATION

A Geopolitical Thriller

DAVID GOLDBERG

Gueoula Publishing

Jerusalem


Legal Notice

The Forbidden Investigation

A Novel

© 2025 Gueoula Publishing

All rights reserved worldwide

Gueoula Publishing

Jerusalem - Netanya

www.gueoula.com

Paperback ISBN: 978-2-XXXXX-XXX-X

eBook ISBN: 978-2-XXXXX-XXX-X

First Edition: January 2025

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in critical reviews or articles.



Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction.

All characters, names, places, events, and situations described in this novel are entirely fictional or used fictitiously.

The "Republic of Ashkelon" is an imaginary country. Any resemblance to existing or former countries, governments, organizations, or institutions is purely coincidental and unintentional.

All characters in this novel are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

The opinions expressed by the characters in this novel are their own and do not necessarily reflect those of the author or publisher.

This novel is not intended to defame, slander, or harm the reputation of any person, company, organization, or institution.

The author and publisher disclaim any responsibility for the use that may be made of the information contained in this work.



Dedication

To all those who seek the truth,

even when it's uncomfortable.

To those who refuse to stay silent

in the face of injustice and lies.

And to you, reader,

about to dive into the shadows

to discover the light within.



Also by the Author

From Gueoula Publishing

As David Goldberg:

• The Burning Bush — spiritual thriller

• Shadow of the Messiah — thriller

• The Prophets' Code — thriller

• Forbidden Jerusalem — thriller

• Sons of Abraham — historical thriller

As Yéhouda:

• The 22 Hebrew Letters — spiritual study

• Dream Interpretation According to Torah — practical guide

• Teachings of Rav Ziegler zatsal — anthology

• Paths of Light — daily meditations

Visit www.gueoula.com for all our titles



Reader Reviews

What readers are saying about David Goldberg's previous books

"Impossible to put down!"

I devoured this book in one night. The plot is gripping, the characters have real depth, and the ending left me speechless. David Goldberg has mastered the art of the thriller like few writers today.

— Miriam K., Tel Aviv

"Way more than just a thriller"

Beneath the spy novel exterior lies a genuine meditation on power and betrayal. Each chapter peels back another layer of complexity. Masterful storytelling.

— Jean-Pierre D., Paris

"A literary knockout"

I haven't read a geopolitical thriller this smart and gripping since John le Carré. Goldberg knows his stuff, and it shows. The action scenes feel real, the dialogue rings true.

— Daniel S., Montreal

"Never saw the ending coming"

I thought I had the plot figured out halfway through. Boy, was I wrong! The twists keep coming right up to the last page. A genuine tour de force.

— Sarah L., Jerusalem

"An author to watch"

This is my third David Goldberg book and I'm never disappointed. His style is punchy, his characters stick with you, and his plots always surprise. Can't wait for the next one!

— Rachel M., Netanya

TOC

THE FORBIDDEN INVESTIGATION 1

Legal Notice 2

Disclaimer 3

Dedication 4

Also by the Author 5

Reader Reviews 6

Prologue 9

Chapter 1: The Breach 11

Chapter 2: Silent Witnesses 14

Chapter 3: Meeting in Jaffa 16

Chapter 4: The Revelation 19

Chapter 5: The Puppeteer 21

Chapter 6: Running 23

Chapter 7: The Domino Effect 25

Chapter 8: Face to Face 27

Chapter 9: The Counter-Attack 29

Chapter 10: Return to the Source 31

Chapter 11: The Commission 33

Chapter 12: Against the Clock 35

Chapter 13: Siege 37

Chapter 14: Shockwave 39

Chapter 15: Facing the World 40

Chapter 16: The Hunt 42

Chapter 17: Race Against Apocalypse 43

Chapter 18: D-Day 45

Chapter 19: Testament 47

Chapter 20: New World 49

Chapter 21: Evil's Resurrection 51

Chapter 22: Infiltration 53

Chapter 23: Into the Serpent's Den 54

Chapter 24: The Trap Closes 55

Chapter 25: Final Battle 57

Chapter 26: Rebirth 58

Epilogue: Five Years Later 60





Prologue

Tel-Ashkelon, six months earlier

October 7th, 6:27 AM

The sun hadn't risen yet over the Mediterranean coast when the first explosions ripped through the silence of dawn.

Maya Sternberg, twenty-three years old, was asleep in her small apartment in the southern district of Tel-Ashkelon. She'd planned to get up early for her morning jog, but her alarm hadn't gone off yet when the shockwave from the first rocket made the walls shake.

She threw herself out of bed, heart pounding, and ran toward the safe room that every Ashkelonite apartment had been equipped with for decades. Through the window, she watched the sky light up with streaks of orange and red.

Two miles away, in the army's underground command center, chaos reigned. Radar screens showed dozens of hostile contacts, but the automatic alert systems stayed silent. An inexplicable anomaly that would cost hundreds of lives.

Colonel Yoav Shamir, the duty officer that night, was screaming into his phone:

"What do you mean the sirens aren't working? Activate them manually! Now!"

But it was already too late.

In the streets of Tel-Ashkelon, residents were stepping outside their homes, drawn by the sound of explosions, completely unaware of the danger. Without the sirens to warn them, they had no idea they needed to take cover.

The first wave of rockets struck the residential areas with surgical precision. Buildings collapsed. Cars exploded. Entire families were buried under the rubble.

And for forty-three minutes—forty-three minutes of eternity—the sirens stayed silent.

By the time they finally went off, three hundred people were already dead. Men, women, children. Lives cut short by an inexplicable failure of the most sophisticated defense system in the region.

In the weeks that followed, the government talked about "technical failure," "an unfortunate series of circumstances," "a review of security protocols." An investigative committee was appointed, reports were written, recommendations were issued.

But nobody asked the real question.

Nobody asked whether the failure had really been accidental.

Nobody tried to find out if someone, somewhere, had deliberately disabled the alert systems.

Nobody—until one woman decided to break the silence.

And one man agreed to find the truth.

Whatever the cost.




Chapter 1: The Breach

Night wrapped Tel-Ashkelon in a veil of mystery, the city lights twinkling like fallen stars against the Mediterranean sky. From his fifteenth-floor apartment, David Keren gazed at this familiar panorama with eyes that had seen too much to wonder anymore. The constant hum of the air conditioning formed a bass line, punctuated by the stubborn pounding of his heart that refused to settle down.

A former intelligence colonel, he'd learned to decode silences as well as words. And this nocturnal silence, broken only by the vibration of his phone, signaled a coming storm. He could feel it in his bones—that sixth sense twenty years in the field had forged into a second skin.

The walls of his study were covered with memories: yellowed photos from classified operations, medals in velvet cases, annotated maps of forgotten conflict zones. Each object told a story; each story carried the weight of impossible decisions. On the back shelf, a worn copy of Sun Tzu's Art of War sat alongside memoirs of generals whose names meant nothing to the public anymore.

David Keren had been born fifty-three years earlier in a working-class neighborhood of the old city, son of a carpenter of Moroccan descent and a Polish schoolteacher who'd survived the camps. This dual heritage—rare in a country where communities often lived in separate bubbles—had taught him early on how to navigate between worlds, to understand the unspoken codes governing human relationships.

His father, Shimon, spoke little but acted plenty. From him, David had inherited the ability to observe before judging, to listen before speaking, to act precisely rather than impulsively. His mother, Miriam, had passed on something else entirely: a flawless memory and a visceral distrust of power in any form.

The apartment he'd occupied since his divorce three years ago reflected his personality: functional, spare, organized with almost military precision. No family photos on the walls—his two daughters lived abroad and rarely saw him. No sentimental keepsakes—his ex-wife had taken everything, including most of his illusions about marriage.

His one luxury: an impressive library, thousands of volumes accumulated over the years, in Hebrew, French, English, and Arabic. From detective novels to geopolitics treaties, from literary classics to philosophical essays, these books were his most faithful companions, his most reliable counselors.

The phone buzzed at 3:47 AM on David Keren's nightstand. Former intelligence colonel turned independent investigator, he knew a call at this hour meant nothing good.

"Keren."

"David, it's Sarah Malka. I know it's late, but I need you."

Sarah Malka. Minister of Justice for the Republic of Ashkelon—that Mediterranean nation wedged between regional powers. They'd met at the military academy twenty years back.

"What's going on, Sarah?"

"Not over the phone. Meet me at the ministry in an hour. And David... come alone."

The line went dead. Keren stared at the black screen for a few seconds. Through his apartment's bay window, the city lights glittered in the darkness. In the distance, the naval base searchlights swept the coast.

Forty-five minutes later, he was clearing security at the ministry. The guards knew him. Since Operation Broken Shield—that catastrophic failure that had cost three hundred civilian lives six months earlier—Keren had become the go-to investigator for sensitive cases.

Sarah was waiting in her office, features drawn, a cup of cold coffee between her hands.

"The official investigation into Broken Shield has stalled," she said without preamble. "Prime Minister Avram Shalit refuses to testify. The Chief of Staff resigned last night. The Ashkelonite Mossad director has been missing for three days."

Keren sat down across from her. "And you want me to pick up where they failed?"

"I want you to find the truth. Someone deliberately sabotaged our defenses that day. Someone inside the system. And that person is doing everything possible to make sure we never find them."

She slid a file toward him. "Full access. All services. All witnesses. My signature opens every door."

Keren opened the file. Satellite photos, intelligence reports, wiretap transcripts. On October 7th, at 6:30 AM, rockets had pounded Tel-Ashkelon's residential neighborhoods while commandos infiltrated the southern border. The alert hadn't been raised for forty-three minutes. Forty-three minutes too long.

"Who do you suspect?" he asked.

Sarah hesitated. "Everyone. No one. The Prime Minister's security circle. The generals. Maybe even..."

"Even what?"

"Even me."

A heavy silence fell. Through the window, dawn was breaking over the Mediterranean. In a few hours, the city would wake, unaware that the investigation that might bring down the government had just begun.

"I accept," Keren finally said. "But on my terms. No interference. No limits. And if I find out you're the mole, Sarah, I'll turn you in."

She smiled for the first time since their meeting began. "I'm counting on it, David. I'm counting on it."

He slipped the file into his briefcase and headed for the door. As he was leaving, Sarah called out:

"David... be careful. They killed to protect their secret. They won't hesitate to do it again."

He paused, hand on the doorframe. "That's exactly why they won't see me coming."

The door closed behind him. In her empty office, Sarah Malka allowed herself to shiver. She'd just set in motion a machine that nobody—herself included—could control anymore.

And somewhere in the city, in the predawn shadows, a phone rang. A hoarse voice answered. "Keren took the bait. Begin the protocol."

The hunt had begun.




Chapter 2: Silent Witnesses

Dawn was barely breaking over the old city when Sarah Malka closed the file she'd been studying for hours. Her eyes burned with fatigue, but her mind refused to rest. The pieces of the puzzle were slowly coming together, forming a picture she wished she'd never seen.

The Ministry of Justice, at this hour, felt like a ghost ship. The empty corridors echoed with the click of her heels on the marble—a lonely sound in the institutional silence. The portraits of former ministers seemed to follow her with their eyes, mute judges of a case that surpassed anything they'd ever known.

Sarah Malka was no ordinary woman. Daughter of an ambassador and a renowned attorney, she'd grown up in the hushed salons of diplomacy, learning the codes of power before she could read. Her childhood had unfolded between Tel-Ashkelon, Washington, and Paris, following her father's postings. That nomadic existence had given her a worldview few of her countrymen shared.

At forty-eight, she embodied a generation of women who'd had to fight for every promotion, every responsibility, every ounce of respect in a world dominated by men. Her path—law school at Hebrew University, doctorate at Harvard, meteoric rise through the prosecutor's office—commanded respect even from her adversaries.

Her office on the ministry's sixth floor offered a panoramic view of the city she loved with an exile's passion. The modern towers of the business district stood out against the horizon, contrasting with the golden domes of the old city. Between these two worlds, Sarah navigated with an ease that hid old wounds.

She'd sacrificed a lot to get here. A marriage that hadn't survived her ambitions. Friendships neglected in favor of work. Weekends spent poring over files instead of enjoying life. But she regretted nothing. Every legal victory, every criminal sent behind bars, every reform wrested from the system justified those sacrifices.

In the underground archive room, miles of documents slept in climate-controlled darkness. State secrets, buried truths, official lies—all waiting for a brave or reckless hand to exhume them. Sarah knew these archives better than anyone. She'd spent entire nights there, hunting for evidence others preferred to see disappear.

The first witness arrived at eight sharp. Colonel Dov Harel, head of signals intelligence, had that wary look common to all intelligence officers. He sat down without a word, hands flat on the table, eyes scanning the room for hidden microphones.

"Colonel, I need to understand what happened on October 7th. Why didn't the sirens go off?"

Harel didn't blink. "Technical failure. The report was clear."

"The report was incomplete. Who ordered the alert systems deactivated?"

"Nobody. They failed on their own."

"Colonel, three hundred people died because those sirens stayed silent. Don't tell me it was just bad luck."

A heavy silence fell over the room. Through the window, the city was waking up, oblivious to the drama unfolding behind these walls.

"If you want the truth," Harel finally said, his voice barely a whisper, "look up. Way up. Higher than you can imagine."

"Names."

"I can't. They'd kill me. They'd kill my family."

Sarah leaned forward. "Who, Colonel? Who's powerful enough to scare a signals intelligence chief?"

Harel stood up abruptly. "This conversation never happened. You have no idea what you're up against, Minister. Nobody does."

He left without looking back. Sarah sat motionless for a long moment, thoughts racing. "Look up. Way up." What did that mean? The Prime Minister? The army chief? Someone else entirely?

Her phone buzzed. A message from Keren: "I've got something. Meet me at the old port café at noon. Come alone."

The hunt was on. And she was beginning to realize that the prey was far more dangerous than she'd imagined.






Chapter 3: Meeting in Jaffa

Jaffa was waking in the morning mist, its cobblestone alleys still damp with night dew. The smell of Turkish coffee mingled with spices from the market stalls, creating that unique fragrance that had defined the city for millennia. Early vendors were setting up their stands, carefully arranging pyramids of fruit and mountains of olives that would delight the tourists.

Keren walked with measured steps, all senses on alert. In this neighborhood where naive tourists rubbed shoulders with agents of all stripes, the slightest distraction could be fatal. Crumbling facades hid watchful eyes, café terraces served as observation posts, and every passerby could be an informant—or a threat.

The ancient port, with its colorful fishing boats and nets drying in the sun, offered a postcard-perfect backdrop that masked far darker realities. It was here, in this history-laden place, that destinies would cross and alliances would be forged. Phoenicians had docked here three thousand years ago, followed by Romans, Crusaders, Ottomans, and finally the builders of the modern nation.

The old synagogue, tucked at the end of a narrow alley, had survived every conquest. Its limestone walls, weathered by centuries, held the memory of prayers whispered in every language on earth. Keren stopped there for a moment—not to pray, he'd lost his faith long ago—but to collect himself, to draw from this place a strength he couldn't find anywhere else.

The café where he had his meeting was just two steps away, on the second floor of an Ottoman building with wrought-iron balconies. The place had no name, no visible sign, and only accepted regulars recommended by other regulars. A discretion that said plenty about its clientele.

Keren climbed the worn steps, pushed open the door with its opaque windows, and entered another world. The interior, all dark woodwork and Persian rugs, evoked a Victorian parlor more than a Mediterranean café. Middle-aged men in understated elegance conversed in low voices around low tables laden with hookahs and coffee cups.

The owner, an old Armenian with piercing eyes, recognized him immediately and pointed to an isolated table near the half-shuttered window. Keren settled in, ordered a black coffee, and waited. His contact was late, which didn't bode well.

He found what he was looking for at the moment when nobody expected it. A window of opportunity lasting just a few seconds, when the guards were changing positions, when the negotiators' attention was focused on an incident outside. Keren slipped through without hesitation.

The man who finally appeared was not who Keren had expected. Instead of the grizzled intelligence veteran he'd been promised, a young woman in her thirties sat down across from him. Dark hair pulled back, intelligent eyes behind thin-framed glasses, a suit that said "government official" without screaming it.

"Colonel Keren. I'm Noa Dagan. I worked in signals analysis until last month. I have information about October 7th."

"Why come to me? Why not go through official channels?"

She let out a bitter laugh. "Official channels? Those are exactly what I'm running from. I tried to report what I found to my superiors. Three days later, I was transferred to a dead-end position. A week after that, someone broke into my apartment. Nothing stolen—just a message."

"What kind of message?"

"My cat. Poisoned."

Keren studied her for a long moment. Either she was telling the truth, or she was the best actress he'd ever seen. "What did you find?"

Noa reached into her bag and pulled out a USB drive. "Everything. The shutdown codes that disabled the alert systems. The authorization signatures. The money trail." She paused. "This goes all the way to the top, Colonel. All the way."

"How high?"

"Higher than you want to know. Higher than I wanted to know."

Keren pocketed the drive. "I'll need to verify all of this."

"Of course. But be careful who you trust. The people behind this—they have eyes everywhere. Even places you think are safe."

She stood to leave, then hesitated. "One more thing. There's a name that keeps coming up in the files. 'The Puppeteer.' I don't know who it is, but everyone seems terrified of them."

After she left, Keren sat alone with his cold coffee, turning the USB drive over in his fingers. The Puppeteer. Someone pulling strings from the shadows. Someone powerful enough to orchestrate a massacre and cover it up.

He had a feeling he was about to tumble down a very deep rabbit hole.




Chapter 4: The Revelation

The revelation hit like a guillotine blade, cleanly severing the certainties Keren had patiently constructed. The documents spread before him told an impossible story, a betrayal on a scale he never could have imagined. For long minutes, he sat frozen, breath short, unable to tear his eyes from this damning evidence.

His heart hammered as he reread the accusatory lines for the third time. Every word was a knife thrust, every piece of evidence another stone added to a wall of horror. How could he have been so blind? How could they all have been?

The names appearing on these pages belonged to men he'd respected, admired even—pillars of the security establishment he'd believed were above suspicion.

The room seemed to spin around him, walls closing in imperceptibly. The air grew thick, heavy as poisoned honey. He needed to get out, breathe, but his legs refused to obey. Cold sweat ran down his back, soaking his shirt to the waist.

The documents came from an anonymous source, slipped under his door the night before in an unmarked manila envelope. No cover letter, no explanation—just photocopies of internal memos, bank statements, phone call transcripts. Someone, somewhere, had decided to blow the truth wide open. Or to manipulate him.

Keren knew the rules of the game. In his world, information was a double-edged weapon. These documents could be authentic, revealing a conspiracy of unprecedented scope. Or they could be forgeries, designed to lure him into a lethal trap. The difference between the two scenarios was a matter of life and death.

He spent the following hours verifying every detail, cross-referencing with his own archives, discreetly contacting former colleagues, digging through databases he still had access to. The deeper he dug, the more the horrible truth confirmed itself. The documents were authentic. The betrayal was real.

Operation Broken Shield—that catastrophe that had cost three hundred civilian lives six months ago—hadn't been an intelligence failure. It was deliberate sabotage, orchestrated from the highest levels of power. Someone had intentionally disabled the warning systems. Someone had provided the attackers with the information they needed to strike with surgical precision.

And that someone still held a key position in the state apparatus.

The anger that washed over him was cold, methodical, implacable. This wasn't about justice anymore. This was about vengeance.




Chapter 5: The Puppeteer

In the shadows behind the scenes of power, a figure pulled strings with a spider's patience at the center of its web. Every move calculated, every word weighed, every alliance forged to serve a design no one suspected. The one they called "the Puppeteer" in the most secret circles had no face, no name—only a reputation that made even the most powerful tremble.

The air-conditioned offices of the government quarter hid devouring ambitions and mortal rivalries. Beneath diplomatic smiles and cordial handshakes played out a merciless war, where victims fell silently and victories stayed secret. Appearances were everything in this world; substance, nothing.

Power, in this Mediterranean republic, was a thousand-headed hydra. Cut off one, and two more grew back, hungrier than before. And someone had figured out how to manipulate them all, how to turn each person's weaknesses into leverage against the others, how to weave a network of influence stretching from barracks to ministries, from newsrooms to boardrooms.

General Yoav Shamir, sixty-two, the resigned Chief of Staff, was part of this network. His exemplary military career—forty years of service, three wars, countless clandestine operations—had earned him the respect of the entire nation. But behind this heroic facade hid a man eaten away by bitterness, convinced the country he'd served his whole life was heading for destruction.

His resignation, officially motivated by "strategic differences" with the government, masked a far darker reality. Shamir knew. He knew what had happened during Operation Broken Shield. He knew who had given the orders. He knew where the bodies were buried.

And that was precisely why he had to disappear.

The Puppeteer didn't tolerate inconvenient witnesses. Those who knew too much ended up having "accidents," "health problems," "depressions" that led to suicide. The list of victims grew year after year, without anyone connecting these apparently unrelated deaths.

But this time, something had gone wrong. A link in the chain had broken. A leak had occurred. Compromising documents were circulating in the wild. And David Keren—that former colonel everyone thought had been neutralized—was following the trail with an obstinacy that threatened to bring the whole edifice crashing down.

In a penthouse overlooking the city, a phone rang. A gloved hand picked up.

"Status report."

"Keren has the files. He met with Dagan."

A long silence. "Dagan is a loose end. Tie it off."

"And Keren?"

"Not yet. I want to know who else he's talking to. Put a full team on him. Eyes and ears, twenty-four seven."

The line went dead. Outside the window, Tel-Ashkelon glittered in the darkness, millions of lights marking millions of lives, all unaware of the shadow war being fought in their midst.

The Puppeteer smiled. Let them investigate. Let them think they were getting close. The truth they'd find would be the one he wanted them to find.

The real truth—that one would die with them.




Chapter 6: Running

The escape began in haste and fear. Keren knew every minute counted, that every hesitation could cost him his life. The familiar streets of Tel-Ashkelon had become a hostile labyrinth, every corner a potential ambush, every passerby a possible enemy.

He'd abandoned his apartment without a backward glance, taking only the essentials: the compromising documents in a waterproof bag, a service weapon he wasn't supposed to have anymore, three passports under different identities, and a few thousand shekels in cash. Everything he'd built in fifty-three years of life now fit in a backpack.

Night swallowed him, a silent accomplice to his flight. Stars, indifferent to human dramas, shone with the same serenity as on the first day of the world. Keren slipped through the old quarter's alleys, avoiding surveillance cameras, police patrols, the curious gazes of insomniacs leaning on their balconies.

He knew every corner of this city, every secret passage, every possible hideout. Twenty years in intelligence had taught him to see what others couldn't, to take paths no one suspected. That knowledge, today, was saving his life.

His first stop was an abandoned garage in the industrial district, where he'd hidden an old Peugeot under a dusty tarp. The car, registered to a shell company, had never been used—it had been waiting for this moment for years, like insurance against dark days.

Keren drove south, avoiding main roads and checkpoints. The road hugged the coast, offering fleeting glimpses of the sleeping Mediterranean. In the distance, a cargo ship's lights traced a bright line against the black horizon.

He thought of his daughters, of the life he'd failed to build, of all those missed moments that no professional victory could ever redeem. Had he made the right choices? The question had haunted him for years, and tonight more than ever.

At dawn, he reached Eilat, the resort town in the south, gateway to the Red Sea and the Gulf states. It was here, in this crossroads of smugglers and spies, that he'd find the contacts he needed to disappear. Or to strike back.

The Arava Hotel was a faded establishment that had seen better days, popular with truck drivers and tourists on tight budgets. Perfect for someone who wanted to stay invisible. Keren paid cash for a week, gave a fake name, and locked himself in a room overlooking the parking lot.

For three days, he analyzed the documents. Cross-referenced names. Traced money flows. Built a web of connections that grew more terrifying with each passing hour.

The conspiracy wasn't just about October 7th. It went back years. Decades, maybe. A shadow network embedded in every institution—military, political, economic. A state within the state.

And at the center of it all: The Puppeteer.

On the fourth day, his burner phone rang. Only one person had this number.

"David." Sarah's voice, tense. "Noa Dagan is dead. Car accident, they're saying. But we both know better."

Keren closed his eyes. Another name on the list. Another life sacrificed.

"They're cleaning house," he said. "Anyone who knows anything."

"Which means you're next."

"Let them try."

A pause. "David, I've been thinking. About what Dagan said before she... The Puppeteer. I might know who it is."

"Who?"

"Not over the phone. There's a safe house in Beer-Sheva. I'll text you the address. Meet me there tomorrow night."

"Sarah, if you know something—"

"Tomorrow, David. And watch your back. They're everywhere."

The line went dead. Keren stared at the phone for a long moment.

Sarah knew. Which meant Sarah was now a target too.

The game had just gotten a lot more dangerous.




Chapter 7: The Domino Effect

The dominoes had started falling. The first piece had toppled, triggering a cascade of events that no one could stop anymore. In the palaces of power, panic was spreading among those who'd thought themselves untouchable. Phones rang constantly, crisis meetings followed one another, lies piled on top of lies.

Prime Minister Avram Shalit, sixty-seven, veteran of Ashkelonite politics, felt the ground crumbling beneath his feet. This man who'd survived three wars, two assassination attempts, and countless political scandals was discovering with horror that the most dangerous threat came from within. His own allies were now looking at him with suspicion, his enemies were sharpening their knives, and the press was starting to ask embarrassing questions.

In his office at the Kirya—the government complex in Tel-Ashkelon—Shalit summoned his closest advisors for an emergency meeting. The faces around the table reflected varying degrees of worry. Some knew, others suspected, all feared for their futures.

"The leaks must stop," the Prime Minister declared in a voice meant to sound firm but betraying poorly contained anxiety. "I want to know who's behind these documents, and I want them neutralized before they cause more damage."

Glances crossed around the table. Everyone was trying to read the others' thoughts, to gauge loyalties and potential betrayals. In this high-stakes poker game, the first to show their cards would be the first to fall.

The Shin Bet director, the internal security services, spoke with the caution of a man walking on eggshells. "Our teams are working around the clock to identify the source of the leaks. Several leads are being investigated, but I must warn you: if these documents are authentic—and everything indicates they are—we're facing a conspiracy that surpasses anything we've known."

The silence that followed was heavy with implications. Everyone knew the "conspiracy" in question involved people present in this room. The question was who would strike first.

Meanwhile, in the streets below, life continued as normal. Children went to school. Workers headed to their offices. Tourists photographed monuments. None of them knew that their country was teetering on the edge of an abyss.

That night, the first arrest was made. General Amos Ravid, former head of military intelligence, was taken from his home at three in the morning. The charges: treason, conspiracy, and accessory to mass murder.

The dominoes kept falling.




Chapter 8: Face to Face

The confrontation took place in an unexpected location: a deserted restaurant in the industrial port, far from prying eyes and ears. The two men sized each other up, measuring each other's strengths and weaknesses, evaluating the risks and opportunities of this clandestine meeting.

Keren had aged ten years in a matter of days. The dark circles under his eyes betrayed sleepless nights, and stubble covered his usually clean-shaven cheeks. His clothes, hastily bought at a thrift store in Eilat, clashed with his usual gentlemanly appearance. But his gaze remained sharp, ready to detect the slightest lie.

Across from him, the man he'd been tracking for weeks smiled with the confidence of someone holding all the cards. Yigal Dayan, sixty, former deputy director of the Mossad, now a consultant for mysterious international clients. A man whose name appeared in every file Keren had studied, without ever being able to prove anything against him.

"David," Dayan said, raising his coffee cup. "You look tired. The fugitive life doesn't suit you."

"And you look too calm for someone whose secrets are about to be exposed."

Dayan let out a genuine laugh, as if Keren had just told an excellent joke. "My secrets? David, David... You still don't understand, do you? Those documents you received, that evidence you think you have—you really think they fell into your hands by accident?"

Keren felt a chill run down his spine. Had he been manipulated from the start? Were the documents a trap, bait to lure him into a web whose contours he couldn't yet see?

"Explain yourself," he said in a voice he struggled to keep neutral.

"With pleasure." Dayan leaned toward him, lowering his voice as if sharing an intimate secret. "You see, there exist in this country—in every country, actually—two levels of power. The visible power, that of elected officials and civil servants, the one citizens think they control through their votes. And the invisible power, the one that really makes things run, that makes the real decisions, that decides the life and death of nations."

"The Puppeteer," Keren murmured.

"Ah, you know that nickname. Good. But do you know who it really is? Do you know what their plan is?"

"Tell me."

Dayan's smile widened. "That's the thing, David. I'm not the Puppeteer. Neither is Shalit, or Ravid, or any of the names in your files. We're all just... pieces on a board. And you're about to meet the player."

A car pulled up outside. Doors opened and closed.

"Right on time," Dayan said, standing. "I'd say it's been nice knowing you, David. But honestly? You were always too principled for your own good."

The restaurant door opened. And David Keren found himself face to face with the last person he'd expected to see.




Chapter 9: The Counter-Attack

The counter-attack was launched at dawn, coordinated with military precision. Teams had deployed across the country, each with a specific mission, each unaware of the full scope of the operation. It was the classic intelligence method: compartmentalize information to limit leak risks.

Keren was directing everything from an improvised hideout—a secure apartment in a Beer-Sheva suburb lent by a former colleague who'd stayed loyal. Computer screens arranged on the kitchen table displayed surveillance camera feeds, GPS positions of the teams, real-time transcripts of intercepted communications.

His heart beat to the rhythm of incoming reports, a mix of hope and anguish. Success or failure would be decided in the next few hours. There would be no second chance.

Team Alpha had taken over the premises of a shell company in Tel-Ashkelon's business district. Behind the facade of an import-export business hid a nerve center of the enemy network: computer servers, financial records, contact lists. A gold mine for anyone wanting to dismantle the organization.

Team Beta had positioned itself around the villa of a notorious businessman suspected of being one of the conspiracy's financiers. The operation was delicate—the man had high-level protection, and any procedural error would allow his lawyers to get the charges thrown out.

Team Gamma, the most discreet, was monitoring the movements of three senior officials whose names appeared in the compromising documents. The goal wasn't to arrest them—not yet—but to document their contacts, their habits, their weak points.

Sarah Malka, from her office at the Ministry of Justice, was coordinating the legal aspect of the operation. She'd prepared arrest warrants, search authorizations, international cooperation requests. Everything was ready to ensure the gathered evidence would be legally usable, that no one could invoke a procedural flaw to escape justice.

"Report from Team Alpha," the radio crackled. "Target secured. Three suspects apprehended, servers seized. No resistance."

Keren let out a sigh of relief. The first domino had fallen. But the hardest part was yet to come.

"All teams, be advised," he said into his radio. "Phase two begins in thirty minutes. Stay sharp. These people are dangerous, and they're cornered. That makes them unpredictable."

In the distance, the sun was rising over the Negev desert. A new day was dawning—one that would change the country forever.

Either they'd succeed, and justice would finally be served.

Or they'd fail, and the darkness would swallow them all.




Chapter 10: Return to the Source

Going back to the source was painfully necessary. To understand the present, one had to exhume the past, trace this conspiracy that had been eating away at the republic for decades back to its origins. And those origins, Keren now knew, ran far deeper than he'd imagined.

The army archives, classified at the highest level, revealed secrets official historians had never suspected. Ghost operations, shameful alliances, deliberate sacrifices—it was all there, in black and white, in yellowed files that no one had consulted in years.

Keren spent his days in the climate-controlled basement of the military archives, methodically sifting through thousands of documents, taking notes, photographing the most important pieces. The guard, an old retired adjutant, watched him with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion but didn't dare ask questions. The orders from above were clear: total access, absolute discretion.

The story he was uncovering chilled him to the bone. In the 1970s, while the young state was fighting for survival, a group of senior officers had created a parallel structure—a secret organization meant to "protect the nation against its internal enemies." Over the decades, this structure had extended its influence, infiltrated every institution, forged links with foreign powers whose interests didn't always align with Ashkelon's.

The Puppeteer wasn't a person. It was a hydra, a system, a power machine that perpetuated itself from generation to generation, recruiting its members from the military and political elite, training them in its methods, binding them through oaths and compromises that made defection impossible.

Keren understood then that the betrayal didn't date from yesterday. It was written into the very DNA of the system he'd served his whole life. The leaders he'd respected, the operations he'd participated in, the sacrifices he'd made—all of it had been manipulated, diverted, instrumentalized for interests that had nothing to do with national security.

The anger that washed over him was cold, methodical, implacable. This was no longer just about justice. This was about revenge.

But first, he needed proof. Irrefutable proof. The kind that would hold up in court, that would convince a skeptical public, that would bring down even the most powerful.

He spent three more days in the archives. Three days of reading, cross-referencing, connecting dots that had stayed invisible for too long.

And finally, he found it. The smoking gun. A single document that tied everything together—names, dates, bank accounts, orders.

The Puppeteer had a name after all.

And that name was about to become very, very famous.




Chapter 11: The Commission

The parliamentary commission of inquiry was meeting in an electric atmosphere. Television cameras broadcast every minute of these historic hearings, captivating a nation hungry for truth. Journalists crammed into the press gallery, their keyboards clicking to the rhythm of the revelations.

Witnesses paraded through—some voluntary, others compelled by law enforcement. Each testimony added a piece to the puzzle, each admission made the foundations of power tremble. Decorated generals lowered their eyes before deputies' questions, senior officials stammered pitiful excuses, businessmen invoked their right to remain silent.

In the public gallery, Keren watched this spectacle with a mixture of satisfaction and bitterness. Truth was finally emerging, but at what cost? The dead wouldn't come back, broken families wouldn't mend, trauma wouldn't magically disappear.

Sarah Malka, seated in the front row of official observers, took notes with fierce concentration. As Minister of Justice, she would be responsible for the prosecutions that would follow these hearings. The burden was crushing, but she accepted it as a sacred duty.

"General Ravid," the committee chairman said, his voice echoing through the chamber. "Did you or did you not order the deactivation of the early warning systems on October 7th?"

Ravid, once one of the most decorated officers in the nation's history, sat hunched in the witness chair. His uniform, once worn with such pride, now seemed to weigh on him like a shroud.

"I... I was following orders."

A gasp ran through the chamber.

"Whose orders, General?"

Ravid's eyes darted around the room. For a moment, he looked like a cornered animal. Then something in him seemed to break.

"The Prime Minister's. Avram Shalit himself."

The chamber erupted. Cameras flashed. Journalists shouted questions. The chairman banged his gavel repeatedly, trying to restore order.

In the gallery, Keren allowed himself a grim smile. The first crack had appeared in the wall. Now the whole thing would come crashing down.

But he knew better than anyone—this was just the beginning. The real battle hadn't even started yet.




Chapter 12: Against the Clock

The countdown had begun. Somewhere in the country, an invisible threat was preparing to strike, and only a few hours separated Ashkelon from disaster. Intelligence services, decimated by recent purges, struggled to coordinate their response.

Keren had received the information from an anonymous source, as always. An encrypted message, a time, a probable target. Not enough detail to organize a massive intervention, too much to ignore the warning. The classic intelligence dilemma: act on incomplete data or wait and risk arriving too late.

Internal rivalries paralyzed action. Shin Bet blamed Mossad, which rejected the blame onto the army, which pointed to the police as responsible. The chain of command looked like a battlefield, each service defending its territory rather than cooperating against the common threat.

Keren knew he'd have to act alone. As always. As from the beginning of this affair that had turned him into a pariah, a fugitive, a man without a country. But this might be his last chance to prove his worth, to redeem past mistakes, to save innocent lives.

The target, he'd deduced, was the Knesset itself. The parliamentary hearing was scheduled to resume this afternoon. If the terrorists struck during the session, they could decapitate the government in one blow.

He had six hours to stop them.

"Sarah," he said into his burner phone. "I need you to trust me. Completely."

"What's going on?"

"There's going to be an attack. On the Knesset. During the hearing."

A long silence. "How do you know?"

"I can't explain now. But I need you to evacuate the building. Find some excuse—a bomb threat, a gas leak, anything. Just get everyone out."

"David, if I do that and there's nothing... my career is over."

"If you don't and I'm right, a lot of people will die."

Another silence. When Sarah spoke again, her voice had hardened with resolve.

"Tell me what you need."

Keren outlined his plan. It was crazy, probably suicidal, and had about a fifty-fifty chance of working.

But fifty-fifty was better than nothing.

"I'll do my part," Sarah said. "You do yours. And David?"

"Yeah?"

"Don't die. I've gotten used to having you around."

She hung up before he could respond. Keren allowed himself a brief smile.

Then he checked his weapon, grabbed his bag, and walked out into the unknown.




Chapter 13: Siege

The siege lasted three days and three nights. Special forces surrounded the compound, waiting for the assault order that never came. Negotiations stalled, each side refusing to give an inch of ground. Media from around the world covered the event, transforming this local crisis into a global spectacle.

Inside, hostages prayed for survival while their captors prepared their final act. The tension was palpable, the air thick with adrenaline and fear. Twenty-three civilians, including six children, were being held in a disused warehouse in the industrial port—human shields for men ready to do anything.

Keren, crouched in the shadow of a neighboring building, searched for the flaw that would let him enter. He'd spotted a ventilation duct, a maintenance access forgotten on the official plans. A tiny breach in the captors' security setup, but enough for a lone man, determined, ready to risk his life.

He found his moment when no one expected it. A window of opportunity lasting just a few seconds, when guards changed positions, when negotiators' attention was focused on an incident outside. Keren slipped through without hesitation.

The interior was a maze of rusted machinery and stacked containers. He moved like a ghost, using every shadow, every blind spot, every second of distraction. His training kicked in automatically—twenty years of fieldwork, compressed into these crucial minutes.

The hostages were being held in a loading bay at the back of the warehouse. Four guards, assault rifles, nervous eyes constantly scanning for threats. The children were huddled together, too terrified to cry. The adults had that hollow look of people who'd given up hope.

Keren assessed the situation. Four against one. Terrible odds. But he had surprise on his side, and he knew something they didn't—he had nothing left to lose.

He waited for his moment. When the guard nearest to him turned to light a cigarette, Keren moved.

Three seconds later, it was over.

The hostages, barely believing they were free, stumbled out into the daylight as police rushed in. The children were crying now—but with relief, not fear.

Keren didn't wait for congratulations. He disappeared into the chaos, another ghost in a city full of them.

His phone buzzed. A message from Sarah: "It worked. Knesset evacuated. False alarm, they're saying. But we both know better."

He allowed himself a moment to breathe. They'd won this round.

But the war was far from over.




Chapter 14: Shockwave

The shockwave spread far beyond Ashkelon's borders. Foreign capitals were reacting with a mix of shock and concern, recalibrating their alliances in light of the revelations. Washington summoned its ambassador for consultations, Paris issued diplomatic reservations, London observed with its customary caution.

Financial markets were plummeting, investors fleeing, the national currency losing value by the hour. The economy, already fragile, threatened to collapse under the weight of political uncertainty. Rating agencies were downgrading their forecasts, banks tightening credit conditions.

In the streets, the mood oscillated between anger and resignation. Spontaneous demonstrations erupted outside government buildings, demanding accountability, calling for resignations. Law enforcement, demoralized by scandals touching their hierarchy, struggled to maintain order.

In this chaos, some saw a national catastrophe. Others, more cynical or visionary, saw an opportunity for reconstruction—a chance to rebuild on healthier foundations. The future would tell who was right.

International pressure mounted daily. Allies were demanding explanations. Enemies were probing for weaknesses. And in the middle of it all, the investigation continued, each revelation more damaging than the last.

Prime Minister Shalit, facing impeachment proceedings, made one last desperate move. He called a press conference and announced his resignation—effective immediately.

"I have always served this country to the best of my ability," he said, his voice cracking. "But the good of the nation must come before any individual. I step aside to allow the healing to begin."

It wasn't an admission of guilt. But it wasn't a denial, either.

By nightfall, three more senior officials had resigned. The following morning, the first indictments were handed down.

The house of cards was collapsing. And there was no one left to prop it up.




Chapter 15: Facing the World

Facing the world, Ashkelon had to choose its camp. Diplomatic pressure intensified, ultimatums multiplied, barely veiled threats piled up on the new Prime Minister's desk. The region's geopolitical balance, already precarious, threatened to tip over.

The new Prime Minister, Yael Brenner, swept into power by the crisis, navigated between pitfalls with a skill no one had suspected in her. The first woman to hold the office, a former brigadier general, she embodied a break with the past while reassuring the military establishment.

Every speech was calibrated word by word, every decision weighed and measured. She had to reassure allies without alienating enemies, punish the guilty without destabilizing institutions, reform the system without provoking a counter-revolution. An impossible equation that only a political genius could solve.

Keren, now an unofficial advisor to the new government, whispered in the ear of power. His field experience, his intimate knowledge of the shadow networks, his ability to anticipate the adversary's moves—all this was worth more than the degrees from elite schools and the fancy titles of suited experts.

"The Americans are concerned," Brenner said during one of their clandestine meetings. "They're worried about stability. About reliability."

"Tell them the old regime was the unreliable one. We're cleaning house. That should make them happy."

"Should. But they don't like surprises. And we've been full of surprises lately."

Keren leaned forward. "Prime Minister, with respect—we can't worry about what Washington thinks. We need to worry about what's right. The chips will fall where they fall."

Brenner studied him for a long moment. "You really believe that, don't you? That truth matters more than power."

"It's the only thing I've ever believed."

She nodded slowly. "Maybe that's why they couldn't break you. And maybe that's exactly what this country needs right now."

She stood, signaling the meeting was over. At the door, she turned.

"David? Thank you. For everything."

He didn't know what to say. So he just nodded.

It would have to be enough.




Chapter 16: The Hunt

The hunt resumed with redoubled intensity. The last conspirators, those who'd escaped the mass arrests, were hiding like rats in society's sewers. Some had fled abroad, taking advantage of diplomatic sympathies or fake passports. Others hid within the country, protected by networks of sympathizers the purges hadn't reached.

Keren tracked them with a hunter's patience who knows his prey. He'd studied their habits, their weaknesses, their favorite hideouts. Years of intelligence work had taught him to think like his targets, to anticipate their movements, to exploit their mistakes.

One by one, they would fall. Not out of revenge—he'd transcended that emotion long ago—but for justice. Each arrest was another stone in the edifice, each trial another step toward truth. The road would be long, strewn with obstacles, but Keren had all the time in the world.

The last major fugitive was tracked to a villa in Cyprus. Moshe Stein, former defense ministry official, one of the chief architects of the conspiracy. He'd thought he was safe, protected by his foreign bank accounts and his expensive lawyers.

He was wrong.

The extraction operation was surgical. Cypriot authorities, cooperating quietly with the new Ashkelonite government, looked the other way as a team of specialists paid Stein a late-night visit. By morning, he was on a plane to Tel-Ashkelon, handcuffed to his seat, watching his world crumble.

"You can't do this," he sputtered during the flight. "I have rights. I have connections."

Keren, sitting across from him, smiled thinly. "Your connections are all either dead or in prison. And your rights? You forfeited those when you helped murder three hundred people."

Stein went pale. "I didn't... I never wanted anyone to die."

"Then you should have thought about that before you sold your country to the highest bidder."

The plane touched down at a military airfield. Waiting vehicles took Stein directly to a maximum-security facility.

Justice, finally, was being served.




Chapter 17: Race Against Apocalypse

The race against the apocalypse reached its climax in the last hours of December. Intelligence services had intercepted communications mentioning an imminent attack of unprecedented scale. Details remained vague, sources contradictory, but the danger was real.

Potential targets were too numerous to all be protected. Power plants, dams, port facilities, communication hubs—every critical infrastructure represented a vulnerability. Resources, too limited to cover every scenario, had to be concentrated on the most probable threats.

Impossible choices had to be made. Protecting Site A meant exposing Site B. Reinforcing one location's defenses created gaps elsewhere. Every decision put lives on the line—hundreds of lives perhaps—and time was running out.

Keren made the decision that would haunt him for the rest of his days. A decision based on intuition as much as analysis, on experience as much as data. A decision he'd never know for certain was the right one.

"The port," he said during the emergency briefing. "That's where they'll hit. Maximum damage, maximum visibility, maximum economic impact."

"You're sure?" Brenner asked.

"No. But it's our best bet."

She nodded. "Then that's where we concentrate our forces."

The night that followed was the longest of Keren's life. Every second felt like an hour. Every shadow seemed to hide a threat. Every sound made him reach for his weapon.

At 3:47 AM—exactly six months to the minute after the October 7th attack—the first explosion lit up the sky.

But not at the port.

The attack had come from a direction no one had anticipated. And by the time responders reached the scene, it was already too late.

Twenty-three people dead. A shopping center in the suburbs, hit by suicide bombers in the predawn hours.

Keren had been wrong. And people had paid the price.

He stood in the ruins as the sun came up, surrounded by debris and death. He'd failed. After everything—all the sacrifices, all the battles, all the victories—he'd failed when it mattered most.

"It wasn't your fault," Sarah said, appearing beside him. "You couldn't have known."

"I should have. That's the whole point of what I do. What I'm supposed to do."

She didn't argue. There was nothing to say.

Somewhere in the distance, sirens wailed. The city was waking up to another nightmare.

And Keren was left wondering if any of it had been worth it.




Chapter 18: D-Day

D-Day dawned over a nation on maximum alert. Streets were deserted, schools closed, transportation suspended. A blanket of silence hung over usually noisy cities, as if the entire country were holding its breath.

In the underground command center, screens flickered with reports streaming in from across the country. Every second counted, every decision involved lives. The duty officers, eyes red from lack of sleep, scrutinized data with feverish attention.

Keren was there, somewhere in the shadows, observing without intervening. His role was no longer to command but to advise, to bring the insight of his experience to those holding the controls. An uncomfortable position for a man of action, but necessary in this new world where he no longer had his place.

The attack came from where no one expected it. Not from the borders, not from the sky, not from the sea. But from within—from the very heart of the system they thought they'd cleaned.

The Puppeteer had struck again.

A coordinated cyber assault took down power grids across the country. Traffic lights failed. Hospital backup generators struggled to keep up. Communications sputtered and died.

"How is this possible?" Brenner demanded. "We purged the network. We changed every password, every access code."

Keren's blood ran cold as realization hit him. "They didn't need to hack in. They were already inside. They've always been inside."

"What do you mean?"

"The Puppeteer. We got the puppets. But we never got the one holding the strings."

Brenner's face went pale. "Then who—"

Before she could finish, the screens went dark. Emergency lights flickered on, casting everything in red.

A voice came over the speakers—calm, modulated, eerily familiar.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I believe we have some unfinished business to discuss."

Keren felt his heart stop. He knew that voice. He'd heard it every day for twenty years.

The Puppeteer wasn't some shadowy stranger.

The Puppeteer was someone he'd trusted with his life.




Chapter 19: Testament

The testament, hastily written in the final hours, contained far more than material provisions. It was a confession, an act of contrition, a last cry toward absolution. The words, traced by a trembling hand on yellowed paper, revealed truths their author had carried alone for decades.

General Shamir, found dead in his Caesarea villa, had recorded everything before taking his own life. Names, dates, operations, compromises—it was all there, in pages that would forever change the way history would be written. A testament worth dozens of testimonies, hundreds of classified documents.

Keren read those pages with a mix of respect and horror. The general—this man he'd admired for years, whom he'd served with loyalty and devotion—was revealed as one of the architects of the very system he was fighting. But he was also, in his way, a victim—trapped in a web from which he'd never been able to escape.

Even heroes had their dark sides. Even traitors had their reasons. Truth was never simple, never black and white, never comfortable.

The testament named names. It detailed operations going back forty years. It traced money flows through a dozen countries. And at the center of it all, one name kept recurring—the Puppeteer's true identity.

Keren stared at the name for a long time. It made terrible sense. All the pieces suddenly fit together.

He'd been fighting the wrong enemy all along.

"David?" Sarah's voice, from the doorway. "What did he leave?"

Keren looked up. His face must have shown something, because she went pale.

"Who is it?" she whispered. "Who's the Puppeteer?"

He handed her the pages. Watched her read. Watched the color drain from her face.

"Oh God," she breathed. "We've been so blind."

"We see now. That's what matters."

"What do we do?"

Keren stood, his decision already made. "We end it. Tonight. Whatever it takes."

Outside, the sun was setting over the Mediterranean. One way or another, this would all be over soon.




Chapter 20: New World

A new world was emerging from the ashes of the old, fragile and promising like a spring bud. Institutions were being rebuilt, alliances renegotiated, wounds beginning to heal. Ashkelon wasn't the same anymore—would never be the same again.

The crisis had revealed the system's weaknesses, but also its resilience. The people, tested but standing, looked to the future with a mixture of fear and hope. Young people especially were claiming their right to a different country—more transparent, more just, more worthy of their aspirations.

Reforms followed one after another, sometimes too quickly to be truly absorbed. New constitution, new checks and balances, new transparency rules. Cynics predicted everything would go back to the way it was before, that human nature would reassert itself, that power would always corrupt those who wielded it.

Keren wondered what role he'd play in this new world. His skills belonged to another time, another war. Did he still have a place in a society that aspired to peace and normality?

"You could teach," Sarah suggested one evening, over drinks in a quiet bar. "Share what you know with the next generation."

"Teach them what? How to lie, cheat, and kill for their country?"

"How to protect it. How to see threats before they materialize. How to make the hard choices."

Keren swirled his whiskey, watching the amber liquid catch the light. "You really think anyone wants to learn that?"

"I think the country needs people who understand what you understand. People who've seen the darkness and come back."

"Maybe," he said. "Or maybe the country needs to forget people like me ever existed."

Sarah reached across the table and took his hand. "Don't do that. Don't disappear into self-pity. You saved us, David. All of us. Never forget that."

He looked at her—really looked, for the first time in weeks. She was tired, just like him. Worn down by the battles they'd fought. But there was something else in her eyes. Something that looked like hope.

"What happens now?" he asked.

"Now? Now we rebuild. And we make damn sure this never happens again."

He nodded slowly. Maybe she was right. Maybe there was still work to be done.

Maybe there was still a reason to keep fighting.




Chapter 21: Evil's Resurrection

Evil wasn't dead. It had simply retreated into the shadows, biding its time, preparing its resurrection with a predator's patience. The first signs appeared in isolated incidents, seemingly unconnected. An attack here, an assassination there, leaks of confidential documents.

The invisible hand was back. No longer the old Puppeteer—unmasked and dismembered—but a new generation of conspirators. Younger, bolder, perhaps more dangerous. They'd learned from their predecessors' mistakes, refined their methods, diversified their networks.

Keren sensed the danger before analysts confirmed it. His instinct, forged by years of combat, never deceived him. That sensation at the back of his neck, that chill running down his spine, those subtle signals that only veterans knew how to interpret.

The war wasn't over. It was just starting again in a new form, with new actors, new stakes. And Keren, despite his exhaustion, despite his age, despite everything he'd sacrificed, wasn't ready to give up.

"They're reorganizing," he told Brenner during an emergency briefing. "Different structure, same goals. They want what they've always wanted—control."

"How do we stop them?"

"Same way we stopped the others. Find the head. Cut it off."

"And if there is no head? What if it's a network without a center?"

Keren paused. He hadn't considered that possibility. A decentralized conspiracy would be almost impossible to destroy—cut one node, and the others would keep functioning.

"Then we become a network too," he said finally. "We fight fire with fire."

Brenner nodded slowly. "I was hoping you'd say that. I have a proposition for you, David. A new unit. Off the books, answering only to me. You'd lead it."

"I'm too old for fieldwork."

"I'm not asking for fieldwork. I'm asking for leadership. Train the next generation. Build something that can protect this country for decades to come."

Keren thought about it. A chance to build instead of just destroy. To create something that would outlast him.

"I'll need resources. Complete autonomy. And Sarah Malka as my liaison to the government."

Brenner smiled. "Done, done, and done. Welcome back, Colonel Keren."

For the first time in months, Keren felt something stir in his chest. Not quite hope, but close.

The fight continued. And he was ready.




Chapter 22: Infiltration

The infiltration demanded meticulous preparation. Keren spent weeks building his cover, learning the codes, gaining the trust of those he'd have to betray. Every detail mattered—accent, clothes, habits, cultural references. One mistake meant certain death.

He slipped into the skin of an Israeli businessman, expatriate in the United States, returned home for family reasons. An identity bland enough not to attract attention, vague enough to withstand superficial verification.

Every day was a test, every conversation a balancing act. A wrong word, an overly intense look, an inappropriate reaction—and the mask would fall. Keren lived in a state of permanent tension, senses constantly alert, mind calculating every move with clockwork precision.

He advanced through the darkness, guided only by his mission and his convictions. Doubts, fears, regrets—he'd locked all that in a mental safe and thrown away the key. He couldn't afford to be human. Not now. Not yet.

The network he was infiltrating called itself "Phoenix"—a new organization risen from the ashes of the old conspiracy. Smaller, more cautious, but just as dangerous. They'd learned from the mistakes that had brought down their predecessors.

It took three months to climb high enough to matter. Three months of playing a role, building trust, proving his usefulness. Three months of watching monsters operate and pretending to be one of them.

Finally, he was invited to the inner circle. A meeting in a luxury hotel suite, with the men who made the decisions.

"You've done well," the leader said—a man who called himself Zev and whose real name was still unknown. "We've been watching you. You have skills we can use."

"I'm here to serve," Keren said, playing his part.

"Good. Because we're about to make a move that will change everything. And we need people we can trust."

Keren nodded, his heart racing behind a calm facade.

He was inside. Now came the hard part—getting back out alive.




Chapter 23: Into the Serpent's Den

The serpent's lair turned out to be an underground complex carved beneath a mountain at the edge of the desert. Years of clandestine work had created this invisible fortress, equipped with the most advanced technology money could buy. A headquarters worthy of a movie villain—except this one was very real.

Keren entered like a ghost, avoiding motion detectors, neutralizing guards with silent efficiency, progressing toward the operation's heart. Each step was calculated, each gesture precisely timed. Years of training and experience guided his movements with a dancer's fluidity.

What he discovered at the complex's center exceeded his worst nightmares. Not only had the conspirators survived the purges, but they'd used the chaos to strengthen their position, extend their network, prepare an offensive of unprecedented scope.

Screens displayed battle plans, organizational charts, target lists. Safes contained millions in cash and precious metals. Servers stored terabytes of compromising data on leaders of dozens of countries. The hydra hadn't been killed. It had transformed.

"Impressive, isn't it?"

Keren spun, hand going for his weapon. Too slow. Zev stood in the doorway, flanked by armed guards.

"Did you really think we didn't know who you were, Colonel Keren? We've known from the beginning."

"Then why let me in?"

Zev smiled coldly. "Because you were useful. You led us to all of Brenner's other agents. We've been rounding them up all night."

Keren's blood ran cold. The mission hadn't just failed—it had been turned against them.

"Don't worry," Zev continued. "You won't be alone in death. Your friends will be joining you shortly."

He raised a hand, signaling his men.

Keren had one chance. One desperate, probably suicidal chance.

He took it.




Chapter 24: The Trap Closes

The trap closed with clockwork precision. Exits were blocked, communications cut, reinforcements impossible to reach. Keren was alone, surrounded by an army of shadows who knew the terrain better than he did.

But he hadn't said his last word. Years of training and experience had taught him to reverse desperate situations, to turn weaknesses into strengths, to exploit every flaw in the opposing setup. And this underground complex, despite appearances of an impregnable fortress, had its vulnerabilities.

The ventilation system, specifically. Designed to maintain breathable air dozens of meters underground, it also represented an Achilles heel. A fire in the right places, and the air would become unbreathable within minutes. A forced evacuation, in confusion and panic.

The hunter became the hunted. And the hunted, the hunter. In this underground cat-and-mouse game, Keren had an advantage his adversaries didn't know about—he had nothing left to lose.

He moved through the complex like a wraith, planting small incendiary devices at key junctions. The guards hunting him never saw him, never heard him. He was invisible, a phantom of vengeance stalking through their fortress.

At precisely 3:47 AM—marking exactly one year since the October 7th attack—he triggered the devices.

The effect was immediate. Alarms screamed. Smoke poured through corridors. Panicked voices shouted conflicting orders. The fortress that had seemed so impregnable descended into chaos.

Keren found Zev in the main control room, frantically trying to restore systems that would never work again.

"It's over," Keren said, stepping out of the smoke.

Zev spun, reaching for his sidearm. He was fast—but Keren was faster.

One shot. Clean. Final.

Zev crumpled to the floor. The screens around him flickered and died.

Outside, in the night, Keren could hear helicopters approaching. Backup, finally arriving. Better late than never.

He sank to his knees, exhaustion finally claiming him. It was done. It was finally done.

Or so he thought.




Chapter 25: Final Battle

The final battle began at sunrise, when the first rays of dawn stained the desert purple and gold. Loyalist forces, guided by information Keren had transmitted in extremis, launched their assault on the underground complex.

The fighting lasted hours—fierce, bloody, decisive. Every meter of ground was contested, every position defended to the last man. Detonation echoes bounced off concrete corridors, creating a deafening din that disoriented combatants on both sides.

Keren fought in the front ranks, despite protests from superiors who wanted him in the rear, in safety. At fifty-four, he no longer had the speed of his youth, but he compensated with experience, cunning, that ability to anticipate the opponent's moves that could only be learned in the field.

When silence finally fell over the battlefield, the toll was heavy. Dozens dead on both sides, hundreds wounded, destroyed infrastructure that would take months to rebuild. But victory was there, bitter and precious, wrested at the cost of blood.

The prisoners were rounded up—bruised, defeated, stripped of everything that had made them powerful. Among them were names that would make headlines around the world. Politicians, generals, businessmen—the elite of corruption, finally brought low.

"We did it," Sarah said, finding Keren amid the rubble. Her face was streaked with dust and blood—not her own.

"Did we?" He looked around at the destruction, the bodies being carried out. "All these lives. All this cost. And for what? Someone else will take their place. Someone always does."

"Maybe. But today, we won. Today, the good guys came out on top. That has to count for something."

Keren wanted to argue. But she was right. It did count for something.

It had to.




Chapter 26: Rebirth

Rebirth began in pain and hope, like all rebirths. Ashkelon was licking its wounds, burying its dead, honoring its heroes. The road to healing would be long, strewn with obstacles and setbacks, but the nation was determined to walk it.

Keren, decorated as a national hero during a sober ceremony at the presidential palace, refused all the public honors they wanted to bestow upon him. Medals, speeches, handshakes from the powerful—all of it seemed pathetic compared to the magnitude of what had been lost and what remained to be accomplished.

His mission was complete, his debt to his country paid. It was time to turn the page, to make room for a new generation that would build on the foundations he'd helped purify. The future no longer belonged to him.

In a café in old Jaffa, he met Sarah Malka for one last meeting. Together, they watched the sun set over the Mediterranean, aware they'd walked through hell and returned forever changed. The world around them continued its indifferent course. But they knew nothing would ever be the same again.

"What will you do now?" she asked.

"I don't know. Maybe write my memoirs. Maybe disappear somewhere warm with a stack of books." He smiled faintly. "Maybe both."

"You could stay. Help rebuild."

"I've done enough rebuilding to last a lifetime. The country needs fresh blood, fresh ideas. Not an old warhorse like me."

Sarah was quiet for a moment. Then: "I'm retiring too. Did I tell you?"

Keren looked at her in surprise. "You're kidding."

"Two more months, then I'm done. Thought I might travel. See the world without worrying about security briefings and assassination attempts."

"Alone?"

She met his eyes. "That depends."

A long silence stretched between them. Twenty years of history, of battles fought side by side, of trust built and tested.

"I hear Cyprus is nice this time of year," Keren said finally.

Sarah smiled—really smiled, for the first time in months. "It's a date, then."

Outside, the sun sank toward the horizon, painting the sky in shades of amber and rose. A new day was ending. And somewhere out there, a new chapter was just beginning.




Epilogue: Five Years Later

The Jaffa café hadn't changed. Same unsteady marble tables, same mismatched chairs, same gruff owner serving the best Turkish coffee on the Mediterranean coast. Only the regulars' faces had evolved—mirrors of time passing relentlessly, carrying memories and illusions with it.

David Keren had been sitting there for an hour, a folded newspaper in front of him, an empty cup within reach. At fifty-eight, he'd finally found the peace that had eluded him all his life. His hair had gone gray, his features had deepened, new wrinkles marked the corners of his eyes. But his gaze retained the acuity that had made him the best investigator of his generation.

Sarah Malka joined him around noon, as she did every first Sunday of the month for five years now. She'd aged too, but with a grace that perhaps made her even more beautiful. Salt-and-pepper hair, face marked by trials but illuminated by a new serenity. She wore a simple dress, no ostentatious jewelry—true to the understated elegance that had always characterized her.

"You've read the papers?" she asked, sitting across from him.

"Ravid's trial starts tomorrow. Twenty years in prison—that's what the prosecutor is asking for."

"That would be justice."

"If there can be justice for three hundred dead."

Silence fell between them, heavy with memories that words couldn't contain. Operation Broken Shield remained a scar on the nation's body, a wound time was easing without ever truly healing. The victims' names, carved on a white marble memorial facing the sea, reminded passersby of the price of negligence and betrayal.

The owner brought them two steaming coffees without being asked. Some habits were timeless, even after years.

Ashkelon had changed. The reforms imposed after the crisis had transformed institutions, strengthened checks and balances, cleaned up—at least partially—the political system. A new generation of leaders, educated in foreign universities and nourished by democratic ideals, was trying to build a different future.

But old demons still lurked. Scandals regularly erupted, revealing that corruption hadn't been eradicated, only pushed back. The fight for integrity was a marathon with no finish line, a constant vigilance few had the strength to maintain over time.

"Do you think we made a difference?" Sarah asked, eyes lost toward the horizon where sky and sea merged.

Keren thought for a long time before answering. It was a question he asked himself regularly, in moments of doubt that still assailed him sometimes in the middle of the night.

"The dead won't come back. The guilty will never pay enough for their crimes. But... yes, I think we made a difference. The truth came out. Those responsible were judged. And those who come after us will know they can't act with total impunity."

"That's cold comfort."

"It's all we have."

Outside, life continued its course with the indifference of eternal things. Children played in the port, their crystal laughter carried by the sea breeze. Tourists photographed picturesque alleys, unaware of the dramas that had played out there. Fishermen mended their nets as their ancestors had done for millennia. The Mediterranean sparkled under the noon sun, immutable and serene.

Keren thought of all those who were no longer there to see this day. The victims of Broken Shield, some of whom didn't even have identifiable graves. The agents fallen during the crisis, those anonymous heroes whose families would never know the exact circumstances of their deaths. The witnesses silenced, those brave men and women who'd paid with their lives for the price of truth.

But he also thought of those who'd survived. Families who'd found answers to their nagging questions. Young journalists who'd taken up the torch of investigation, inspired by those who'd gone before. Ordinary citizens who now demanded accountability from their leaders, who no longer accepted official lies and facade truths.

Democracy was fragile—he knew that better than anyone after everything he'd been through. It demanded constant vigilance, daily commitment, a refusal of convenience and ambient cynicism. But it was worth it. Always. Even when everything seemed lost, even when the forces of darkness appeared to triumph.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. A message from an unknown number, as always in this profession where anonymity was the rule and trust the exception. Just three words: "I have information."

Keren smiled despite himself. History never truly ended. It repeated, transformed, reinvented itself through generations. And he, despite his age, despite his fatigue, despite everything he'd been through, wasn't yet ready to leave the stage. Not as long as men and women needed someone to protect them, defend them, fight on their behalf.

He showed the message to Sarah, who raised an inquisitive eyebrow.

"Here we go again?"

She raised her cup in a silent toast, a knowing smile lighting up her face.

"To truth. Wherever it leads us."

They clinked cups—two old warriors life hadn't managed to break. Outside, the sun continued its course toward the horizon, promise of a new day, a new battle, a new hope.

And somewhere, in the shadows of the corridors of power, a new conspiracy was taking shape. But this time, it would find men and women ready to do anything to unmask it on its path.

The eternal struggle between light and darkness continued. It would never end. But that was precisely what gave meaning to the existence of those who'd chosen to fight.

THE END


