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			PROLOGUE

			Los Angeles, California

			May 1965

			It’s going to be a long, hot summer, thought Joseph Kingman, stepping from the faded yellow cab onto the hot concrete sidewalk in front of his destination. It wasn’t as bad as the bone-penetrating desert heat he’d experienced in Egypt, where he’d served as Deputy ambassador during the Second World War, but it was close. 

			He paid the cabby his fare, then glanced up at the logo on the building in front of him: SOLOMON BULL-OX ENTERPRISES. What an unusual name, he thought, not for the first time. 

			Joseph stepped inside the eleven-story building, grateful for the rush of cool air that washed over him, looking for the elevators. It was finally time to meet the reclusive multi-millionaire he felt he knew intimately, yet in fact knew by reputation only. However, if only half the things he’d uncovered about Franklin Aurochs over the past three years were true it was going to be a very interesting meeting indeed. 

			He’d put the last pieces of the puzzle together just over a week ago. 

			Once he’d gotten over the shock of his incredible discovery, he called and made the appointment. 

			Now, as he rode the elevator to the penthouse office suite, he thought about the shocking connection between his family and the man he was about to meet face to face.

			The elevator bell pinged! and the doors opened. He stepped into the elegant foyer, where he was greeted by a woman he assumed was Franklin’s secretary.

			“Welcome to Solomon Bull-Ox. You must be Mr. Kingman.”

			Joseph nodded.

			“Mr. Aurochs is expecting you”

			The woman escorted him to Franklin’s office. His first impression of the individual he’d traveled three thousand miles to meet was that Franklin Aurochs was a very sick man. He knew the businessman Fortune Magazine recently named as one of the three richest men in America was only five years older than he was, but he looked fifteen years older. as they shook hands, his feelings were confirmed. Franklin’s palm felt dry and leathery, like brittle parchment.

			“Please, sit down. Make yourself comfortable, “Franklin said. “Would you like some coffee”

			“No, thank you. I had plenty this morning at my hotel.”

			Franklin glanced at his secretary. “That will be all for now, Mrs. Thompson. I may need you later for some dictation. In the meantime, please make sure Mr. Kingman and I are not disturbed.” after she closed the door, he said, I must say, Mr. Kingman, your phone call came as quite a shock to me.”

			“Please, call me Joseph. I think the less formal we are with one another, the easier this will be.”

			Franklin nodded. “all right—Joseph. Tell me, how did all of this begin?”

			“Five years ago, my uncle, Mattathias Kingman, died in his sleep. among his possessions was a diary. It was two years before I had time to read through it. It took me another three to uncover the complete truth.”

			“Tell me what you found.”

			“In March 1912, immediately after China became a republic, my uncle, who was then a lieutenant in the army, volunteered to go to Peking as a language student. He’d always had a fascination with the Orient. Because of the extraordinary political changes occurring in China, and the military’s interest in those changes, he took advantage of a golden opportunity to learn firsthand about a culture vastly different from our own.”

			

			Joseph shifted in his seat, wondering if the excitement building within him was showing. He’d been waiting a long time for this opportunity. “My uncle became friends with the newly elected president, Yuan Shih-kai,” he continued. “Eventually, he was asked to advise Yuan on political matters.

			“What does that have to do with Chi Lin?”

			“Yuan and my uncle spent a great deal of time together. Part of that time was spent in the company of—women.” Joseph paused, uncertain how to proceed, suddenly uncomfortable.

			“Go on.”

			Joseph reached inside the large manila envelope resting on his lap, pulling out a worn, leather book. “Perhaps it would be best if you read this for yourself.” He leaned forward, handing his uncle’s diary to Franklin. “Turn to the entry dated December 15th, 1912.a

			Franklin flipped through the diary until he found the specific entry. 

			He read silently, until he reached the last entry, dated February 5th, 1914. When he finished, he looked up. His eyes were clouded, full of emotion. “What other proof do you have?”

			Joseph pulled out a sheaf of papers from the envelope, separating copy of a ship’s manifest dated February 1950, along with several crumpled black and white photographs. 

			He handed them to Franklin.

			Franklin’s eyes darted back and forth between the manifest and the array of papers spread out before him. Finally, he whispered, “This is unbelievable!”

			“Perhaps now you understand why it took me three years.”

			“So, it was your brother, Benjamin, Vaughn and I met on the Arabesque?”

			Joseph nodded.

			Franklin sat back, rubbing his eyes. “My God, we live in a strange world.”

			Joseph waited patiently for Franklin to fully absorb the stunning revelation, then asked, “Why did you disappear for nineteen years?”

			“Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam,” Franklin sighed heavily, a far-away look seeping into his tired eyes.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“It means, ‘To the Greater Glory of God.’ The motto of the Society.”

			

			“The Jesuits?”

			Franklin sat forward abruptly, opening the top drawer of his desk, extracting two tiny white pills. He popped them into his mouth, swallowing them without water.

			Joseph wondered if they were simply aspirin, or something stronger.

			“Despite your thoroughness, Joseph, there’s something your investigation failed to uncover. I was married before I met Chi Lin—” 

			He talked for over an hour.

			Finally, he finished by saying, “Until today, all I knew was that Chi Lin was an orphan who had been adopted by the Tangut.”

			“What happened to her?”

			“She died a week after Vaughn’s sixth birthday–sixteen years ago. That’s the reason I returned to America.” Franklin stood, walking over to the window, staring out at the sprawling city. a thin, orange-brown haze hovered over the downtown area, a distracting smudge on the otherwise pristine blue sky. It cocooned the buildings, a filthy canopy. after several moments of silent contemplation, he said, “Tell me the real reason you’re here.”

			“I need money, Franklin—”

			“Now we come to the truth of the matter.”

			“No, you misunderstand me. The money isn’t for me. It’s for the rebuilding of the Temple.”

			Franklin turned, a look of shock on his face. “You expect to rebuild the Temple—in Jerusalem? That’s preposterous. The Jews don’t even possess the land under the original site.”

			“God is faithful. He keeps covenant and mercy for a thousand generations with those who love Him and keep his commandments.”

			“Deuteronomy chapter seven and a half, verse nine,” whispered Franklin, trembling. His face turned ashen. “Why come to me? Is it because my family is German—and yours Jewish?”

			Joseph glanced at the papers on Franklin’s desk. “I think you know the answer to that.”

			

		


		
			

			PART 1

			September 24-30, 1993

			In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and lifted up, and the train of His robe filled the temple.

			above it stood seraphim; each one had six wings: with two he covered his face, with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew.

			and one cried to another and said:

			***

			Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;
The whole earth is full of his glory!

			(Isaiah 6:1-3)
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			CHAPTER 1

			The attractive, raven-haired woman stepped out onto the porch of the cabin situated high in the Rockies, just below the tree line, zipping up the front of her navy-blue anorak. It was late afternoon, and the setting sun was already sinking below the treetops. Paul should be back any time now, she thought, rubbing her hands together, warming them, then thrusting them deep into her jeans. 

			She leaned against one of the wooden supports of the porch, closing her jade-green eyes, taking several deep breaths. Since she was a little girl she’d relished the sharp, refreshing smell of evergreen. although the scent was faint now, it still permeated the cove in which the cabin sat. In another month or two, however, winter would be fully upon them and the distinctive, tingling aroma would fade away. 

			She’d have to wait until April before she could enjoy the familiar fragrance again.

			Abruptly, Gabriella Kingman shivered as a penetrating chill swept over her, danced a promenade up and down her spine, racing unchecked throughout her body. 

			Startled, she gasped. 

			The gnawing numbness threatening to overwhelm her was far more sinister than a mere sudden drop in temperature. The soul-penetrating chill was merely a prelude—the harbinger of an attack by unseen forces.

			Gabriella took another deep breath, gagging as an unexpected stench filled her nostrils. Her eyes flew open wide, and her heart was beating furiously within her heaving chest. Fighting fear, she frantically scanned the grounds in front of the cabin, seeing nothing. 

			Relieved, and suddenly angry, Gabriella refused to give any ground to her invisible foe. She’d worked too hard, and come too far, to be ensnared so easily. She closed her eyes again, this time with purpose. With a silent prayer, and a single forceful verbal command, she banished her tormentor.

			Immediately, an enervating warmth suffused her entire body. At the same time, she breathed in a fragrance so sweet she was almost giddy. 

			Then, she saw something extraordinary reflected in her mind’s eye. 

			She was in the middle of a stark and forbidding landscape. Directly in front of her stood a solitary horseman. With an abruptness startling her, the hooded figure was joined by three others on horseback. In an instant, all four were heading toward her at breakneck speed. 

			Her mind raced as she heard a familiar Voice speaking to her–a Voice she hadn’t heard for quite some time. “And when he had opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, ‘Come and see.’ and I looked and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him. and power was given unto them over the fourth part of the earth, to kill with the sword, and with hunger, and with death, and with the beasts of the earth—a

			Abruptly, the Voice faded, and the image dissolved. 

			Stunned by the encounter, Gabriella opened her eyes, half-expecting 
to see four horsemen sitting upon snorting steeds clustered in her front yard. 

			But there was nothing. 

			Remembering why she’d come out onto the porch in the first place, she scanned the tall trees at the edge of the clearing in front of the cabin. “Joshua Caleb, where are you?” she called out anxiously. You’d better come here this minute if you expect me to finish your cake.”

			“Aw, mom,” came the muffled reply, “I almost made it to the top this time.”

			Gabriella glanced upward, looking for her son’s familiar bright red jacket among the dense greenery. “Get down here right now, young man,” she ordered although she couldn’t see him yet. “I’ve told you about climbing so high when your father and I aren’t outside watching you.”

			“But mom—”

			“Climb down this minute–and be careful.”

			“Dad told me it’s important for a man to finish the things he starts. He said it was a sign of ma—maternity.”

			“Maturity,” Gabriella corrected, suppressing laughter. Relieved her son hadn’t gotten in over his head as he was prone to do, she relaxed. She also pushed the brief, but intense, encounter with the enemy out of her mind. The vision—and the Voice—were something else. It had been seven and a half years since she experienced anything like that. She made a mental note to discuss the unusual occurrence with Paul.

			“That’s it’ “came her son’s response. “Maturity—” He was now visible in the lower branches of the tallest tree in the front yard. He paused when he saw his mother, smiling proudly. “I’m doing fine–just like the squirrels.”

			Gabriella shook her head. The young think they are invincible. They don’t believe anything can harm them. If they only knew. “I don’t know who’s worse, you, or your father.”

			“Huh?”

			“Just finish climbing down—carefully. I’ve got some hot chocolate on the stove.”

			“Oh boy, hot chocolate!” Joshua no longer needed coaxing. He scrambled down the tree fast enough to make his mother suppress a gasp at his careless abandon. He jumped the last few feet to the ground, running up the slope toward her.

			Watching the carefree behavior of her son caused an unexpected flood of memories to wash over Gabriella. 

			The cabin had originally belonged to her father, David McDaniel. He purchased it in the spring of 1961 with the bonus he’d received for being part of the team successfully arguing the Torcaso case before the Supreme Court. The case not only threw prayer out of the schools, it had also jump-started his political career. Initially, her father used the solidly built, and secluded, structure as his retreat from the pressures of a successful Denver law practice. In later years, it became the only place he could escape from the harried and time-consuming political and social lifestyle required of a prominent Senator living in Washington, D.C.

			Now, the cabin was hers and Paul’s.

			When she married Paul, she was certain they’d move into Paul’s home in Alexandria, Virginia. However, God had other plans. Her father chose not to come to the wedding, and his absence nearly ruined the whole event. However, despite his refusal to attend the ceremony, even after she pleaded with him repeatedly to come, the Senator had been magnanimous in his wedding gift.

			Two days before the wedding, she received the deed to the cabin, after a discouraging phone call. “I don’t approve of you marrying this Kingman fellow,” her father told her long distance. “And before you let that temper of yours get the best of you, let me state unequivocally it’s not because he’s Jewish.” When she’d pressed him for the reason, he replied, “After all that’s happened, Gabriella, if you have to ask, my telling you won’t make a difference.” 

			Then he hung up. 

			She hadn’t talked to her father after that for six years.

			That same afternoon the deed arrived by special courier. When she opened the packet, she stared at the deed, shocked by her father’s gift. Not so much because of its monetary value, which was substantial, but because the deed arrived barely six hours after his phone call. 

			It reminded her of just how much power the Senator wielded. 

			She was also stunned that her father, despite his angry disapproval of her marriage to Paul, had given her the one possession giving him the most pleasure of all his worldly acquisitions. Even more significant, however, was the note he scribbled in his own handwriting, including it with the deed. I know how much the cabin means to you, Muffin. I want you to have it. If all goes as planned, I won’t have time to make use of our retreat after next fall anyway. 

			She finished reading the bequest, tears streaming down her face.

			Until that moment, she had no idea her father understood the depth of her feelings for the cabin. When she was growing up, she and her older brother, Nathan, spent many a summer here with their father. Before he became a Senator. Before he became obsessed with the goal he finally achieved last November.

			Those carefree summer days, when the three of them were together with nothing more to do than hike, fish, and tell ghost stories had been some of the best times of her childhood. It was amazing how many memories could be attached to a place. That was why this cabin was the first place she thought of coming to when Nathan had been run down and killed in a freak car accident seven and a half years ago. Oh, God, how I miss you, Nathan. It’s just not the same without you around. 

			

			Prior to her wedding, her father had never given her any indication he understood the depth of her feelings on anything. He never spoke openly about things he considered sentimental. Including the death of his son. She could only remember him opening himself up one other time, about her mother, Vashti–

			“Mom-”

			Gabriella snapped out of her reverie. “What, hon?”

			“I’ve asked you twice already if the hot chocolate is ready.”

			“Oh, boy! The hot chocolate,” she cried, heading for the kitchen with Joshua close behind. She reached the stove, turning off the gas burner. The two of them stared at the thick, dark-brown liquid in the saucepan. “This looks more like chocolate pudding than hot chocolate. What do you think?”

			“It looks like some of Dad’s day-old coffee.”

			Gabriella shook her head, smiling, tussling her son’s sandy-brown hair. “You’re something else, you know that?”

			“Uh, huh. Mom?”

			“What?”

			“I hope my birthday cake is doing better than the hot chocolate.”

			“Oh my, the cake!” Gabriella cried, feigning concern, stooping and checking he oven.

			“Mom! You’re kidding, right?”

			“Yep—” She grabbed her son, wrestling him to the floor and they both started laughing.

			“Hey, what’s going on? Sounds like the birthday party started without me,” Paul said from the doorway.

			“Dad, you’re back!” Joshua squealed. He jumped up, running to his father, who reached down, lifting him above his head playfully, then gave him a bear hug.

			“Hi, partner. What have you two been up to while I was in Denver?”

			“Your son has been climbing trees again. The tallest ones he can find. He said you told him it was something he needed to do.”

			“Mom burned the hot chocolate. I told her it looks like your day-old coffee. All I said was you said it was important for me to finish the things I started.”

			

			Paul set his son down, clearing his throat, smiling his best “I can-explain-this’ smile.’ “We should talk about this later.”

			“That means you want me to go wash up for dinner, right?”

			“Right,” Paul replied as Joshua headed for the bathroom, turning to his wife. “Did you miss me?”

			“What do you think?”

			He hugged his wife, kissing her passionately. “M-m-m-m-m. I think the answer is—yes.”

			Gabriella pulled back, slapping him playfully. “Paul Kingman, what’s gotten in to you?”

			“The long, lonely drive from Denver.”

			Gabriella arched her brow. “Denver is only an hour and a half away.

			Paul gave her a mischievous look.

			Gabriella shook her head, smiling, then picked up the silverware and plates, handing them to her husband. “First dinner, then dessert. You can help by setting the table.”

			Paul washed his hands in the sink, then began setting the table as Gabriella took the cake out of the oven, setting the roast chicken inside to warm. “I talked to the State Department,” he said, watching for his wife’s reaction out of the corner of his eye. “We’re okay to go.”

			Gabriella stopped what she was doing. “What about security?”

			“Richardson handled it. and, before you ask, he cleared it with your father.”

			“How long will we be gone?”

			“A week to ten days. I should be able to get everything I need to finish my book by then.”

			“Will you be able to put up with Ross Harding that long?”

			Paul grimaced. “I don’t have any choice. Richardson was quite specific about that.”

			Gabriella opened the refrigerator, taking out the makings of salad, her back toward him. “When does he arrive?” she asked, chopping lettuce and slicing tomatoes.

			“Tomorrow,” Paul made no attempt keeping resentment out of his voice.

			“Why do you dislike him so much?”

			Paul finished setting the table, crossing his arms, leaning against one of the heavy oak beams comprising the cabin’s central roof supports. “There’s something about him I don’t trust. And don’t like the way he hovers over you and Josh.”

			“It’s his job to hover, Paul.”

			“There’s more to it.. He reminds me of a vulture sitting on top of a fencepost, waiting for its prey to gasp its last breath.”

			“Don’t be so melodramatic. Sometimes I think you should have become a novelist instead of a freelance investigative journalist.”

			“Me, melodramatic? Perish the thought. Seriously, Gabriella, I’ve watched how Harding behaves when he’s around you and Josh. It’s almost like he’s protecting the two of you from me. Even when the guy smiles, which isn’t often, his eyes stay cold as ice.”

			Gabriella handed him their salads, nudging him toward the table. “Do I detect a note of jealousy?”

			“Let’s change the subject.”

			“Okay.” Gabriella glanced toward the bathroom, then back to her husband. “Are you certain about this trip?”

			“Positively.”

			“I’m not. The last time you saw your uncle was at your mother’s funeral—twenty-two years ago. He didn’t even come to your father’s funeral. What kind of a man is he, anyway?”

			“Old, lonely, and, hopefully remorseful about not keeping in contact.”

			“I’m serious.”

			“So am I. Besides, you’ve always said you wanted to go back. and I’m anxious to see what the city looks like.”

			“You want to see the site where they’re planning to rebuild the Temple—and you want to check out your theory.”

			“It’s not a theory. We’ve been over this before. I’m certain my father mailed the parchments to someone for safekeeping before he died. It’s the only logical explanation. I think I’ve finally figured out where they are. That’s all.”

			Gabriella bristled. “There’d never been anything logical about the information your father left you–or anything else connected with those parchments.”

			Paul shrugged. “You know how important it is I recover the original documents. Without them, Genesis of Myth might as well be just another sensational expose, instead of a book that can change lives. Not to mention seven and a half years of hard work will go down the tubes.” He paused. “I thought you wanted to follow through on this.”

			“That was before Joshua was born.”

			“What about your incredible experience in the hospital? And what happened to Nathan?” The words were out before Paul could stop them.

			Anger and pain flared in Gabriella’s eyes. Instead of responding with a stinging retort, she grabbed a dish towel, then finished cleaning up the mess she’d made fixing the salads. 

			His wife hated to argue, especially when she felt on the defensive. He shouldn’t have said what he did.. He walked over to her, wrapping his arms around her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to push so hard.”

			Two tears, one from each eye, trickled down Gabriella’s cheeks. She nodded, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. “It’s odd you mentioned Nathan. I was thinking about him earlier.”

			“Want to talk about it?”

			“I was on the porch, looking for Joshua, and I started thinking about all the good times he and I shared growing up—especially here at the cabin. I realized how special they were for me, and then—” 

			His wife stiffened. 

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Something strange happened.”

			“Oh?”

			Gabriella told him about the sudden, overwhelming fear washing over her, and how she dealt with it. Then she shared the rest. 

			“If I’ve learned anything from being married to a woman whose nickname should be ‘Mrs. Lazarus,’ it’s not to discount your ‘mini visions’ as you call them.” 

			“You think it’s important?”

			“I’d say it’s more than a coincidence this happened on the eve of our trip.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The scripture you mentioned speaks about the ultimate rebellion against God—and mankind—by God’s archenemy, and the consequences of that rebellion.”

			“Go on.”

			

			“Many Bible scholars believe the rider on the first horse is the son of perdition. The Antichrist who will conquer the world by deception, proclaiming he’s the long-awaited Messiah of Israel. Desperate for peace, Jews the world over will welcome him as their prophesied savior, flocking to Jerusalem where they’ll worship him in the Temple rebuilt on Mount Moriah. But the antichrist will reveal his true character after three and a half years. He’ll turn against the Jews, waring against them, ultimately plunging the entire world into chaos. That’s the second seal—the red horse and rider. The resulting devastation will cause unprecedented famine, the third seal, the black horse and rider you saw. On the heels of that comes a global pestilence—the fourth seal, pale horse and rider—the likes of which the world has never known.”

			“How do you know all this?”

			“I’ve been doing a lot of studying lately.”

			“Why—?” was all she managed before Joshua reappeared from the bathroom. 

			“Mom? Dad? Everything okay?”

			Paul whispered, “I’ll tell you later,” then turned, answering his son. “Everything’s great, partner. Your mom fixed your favorite meal. It looks to me like the cake is almost finished—and I have a special birthday surprise for you.”

			“You do?”

			“The three of us are taking a trip on an airplane the day after tomorrow. To a place you’ve never been before.”

			Joshua squealed with delight. “I bet I can guess where we’re going.”

			“Bet you can’t.” 

			Gabriella glanced at her son, an expectant look in her eyes. There was something different in the sound of his voice.

			“Israel,” Joshua replied with a certainty stunning his parents.

			Paul glanced at his wife, frowning. “You told him already.”

			Gabriella shook her head. It was evident by the look on her face she’d been caught by surprise as well.

			“Mom didn’t tell me, Dad. God did.”

			“When?” was all Gabriella could manage.

			“Last night, after I said my prayers.”

			

			“What else did He tell you?” Paul asked. His son often said he talked with God, but Paul always assumed the conversation was one-sided..

			Joshua walked over to the table, pulling out his chair, sitting. “Nothing much, really. “Just that we’re going to Israel—and some guy named Yuri will be there.” He picked up his napkin, folding it in his lap, looking at his mother, his eyes sparkling with youthful excitement. “I’m starving, can we eat?”

			At the mention of Yuri ben Raphah’s name, Paul realized the decision about their trip to Israel had already been made. He glanced at his wife.

			“I guess that settles it,” Gabriella said, serving dinner. “Israel, here we come.”
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			CHAPTER 2

			Joseph Kingman stood on the balcony of his Jerusalem residence and watched the sun slowly rise like a giant orange-red pearl over the city he called for the past twenty-one years. He’d already been up for ninety minutes—first praying, then taking a brisk two-mile walk, finally returning to the balcony, awaiting the herald of day. 

			Normally, he’d be eating a breakfast of dates, cereal made from whole grain oats, and skim milk. a routine he followed for the past seven and a half years. But today was different. Today his third day of fasting began in preparation for the special events ahead of him. He was careful about what he ate and engaged in a strict regimen of exercise daily since learning of his brother’s death—shortly before Passover seven and a half years ago. But here was only so much he could do with an eighty-year-old body. “Besides, Benjamin died of leukemia,” he kept telling himself whenever he thought about his own mortality. “I’ve already outlived my younger brother by nineteen years.”

			As the first golden-yellow rays of daylight broke the early morning chill, caressing his lined and weathered face, he thought about the ritual he’d learned, perfected, and practiced over the past ten years.

			Last night, in the quiet moments between wakefulness and sleep, he closed his eyes, clearing his mind preparing for his nightly meditation. at midnight, he awakened, climbing out of bed, and washing. In the semi-darkness of his room, the moon his only light, he attached phylacteries to his forearm and forehead, spending an hour on his knees contemplating the spiritual substance of Torah in the form of the bride of God, the female essence known as Shekhinah.

			Once finished, he climbed back into bed, reflecting on his first conversation with the old man, dead now for three years. The man who became his mentor and teacher in the way of kabbalah. Rabbi Solomon Akiva Luria. a conversation that changed his life.

			“Remember, Joseph,” intoned the rebbe, stroking his long, black beard, “you are but a novice on the mystical path. If you are to succeed, you must work hard to prepare yourself for enlightenment.”

			“How do I do that?” he asked eagerly.

			“By climbing the spiritual ladder. Although rooted in the Earth, it ultimately leads you to God. The rungs of the ladder are what mystics call madregot, levels of understanding. A word of caution. You must fight the temptation to climb the ladder quickly, as others have done. Ascend slowly. Pace yourself, and you will succeed where others have failed.”

			“How will I know when I’m ready to move to the next rung?”

			“Purify your sou. Scrutinize every motive, every thought, even those behind apparent good deeds. Simply enacting the mitzvoth, the divine precepts, will be meaningless if you harbor a hidden desire for spiritual reward. Heed well the words of the great mystic, Moses Chayim Luzzatto: acquire a little today, and add a little tomorrow until you are so habituated to it that it is second nature with you”

			“I don’t know if I can achieve such discipline.”

			Rabbi Luria stared at him with eyes seeming to be a thousand years old. “If you are faithful, and if you commit yourself to a diligent study of the TANAKH, you will not fail.” 

			The older man closed his eyes, sitting back in his chair. He stared at the old man breathing as if asleep for what seemed like hours. But only minutes passed.

			The rebbe opened his eyes abruptly. “If you truly desire to climb the ladder to God, Joseph, you must immerse yourself in the process of bittul ha yesh, the total annihilation of the desiring self. Detach your ego from your body until you have passed through all the worlds. When you disappear entirely out of the bodiless world, then you will become one with God.”

			“Are you speaking about an out-of-body experience?”

			A faraway look seeped into Rabbi Luria’s eyes. “Beyond devekuth lies the realm mystics call Holy Spirit. There, it is possible for a man to be mentally, and even sometimes, physically, transformed into a prophet. If, by the grace of God, you should ever achieve this level, then, like the great prophet Moses, you will truly have entered the Way of God.”

			Now, as Joseph prepared to engage in his morning hitbodedut, or meditation, he closed his eyes, breathing deeply through his nose, savoring the musk odor of the Holy City. It was time to free his mind from everything distracting. Through years of practice and discipline he’d developed the skill to induce AWE quickly. 

			He imagined he was standing, not on his balcony in twentieth century Jerusalem, but in the inner court of Herod’s Temple nearly two thousand years ago. With a little effort, he could almost hear the sonorous chanting of the Levites singing the Great Hallel after the sacrifices. He even imagined the unique aroma now filling his lungs was ketoret, a special blend of spices including frankincense, galbanum, stactate, onchya, and myrrh.

			Several minutes passed. 

			He closed his eyes tighter, willing his thoughts to focus on the three patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Part of him—the part he knew had kept him from going as far as he desired in his study of kabbalah—relished the thought his kavanna, or power of concentration, was nearly at its peak. He ignored the momentary lapse into prideful exaltation, holding the thick, rich desert air in his lungs until they begged for oxygen. Only when the burning in his chest became unbearable did he allow the stale air to leech out through his parched lips.

			The discipline took nearly two full minutes. 

			Joseph relished the fact that even at eighty he felt in total control of his physical body.

			Repeating the ritual, he took another deep breath. 

			This time, he smiled with satisfaction. A familiar tingling sensation was coursing through his veins, racing from the top of his spine, downward to all his extremities, raising goosebumps along the way.

			He recalled the words he read in the Zohar, the Book of Splendor, a thirteenth-century Spanish mystic’s guide to the arcane rites of Jewish mysticism: Human breath is a mixture of subtle elements comprised of air, fire, and water. Without breath, we die. By learning and practicing the secrets inherent in the breath, King Solomon lifted nature’s physical veil from all created things and gazed upon the spirit within . . .

			

			Ready for the next stage of his meditation, Joseph cleared his mind of all thought. 

			Gradually, his normal breathing pattern altered, and he recited the sacred Shema, the daily declaration of God’s unity with His Name. “SHMA, YISRAEL, YHWH, ELOHAYNU, YHWH, ECHAD. Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One,” he chanted, prolonging his utterance of the final word, echad. This was important, because it reaffirmed how small he was compared to the Divine One.

			An image formed in his mind’s eye—the cosmic tree of life—as Rabbi Luria’s words beckoned to him softly: “While a man’s mouth and lips are moving, his will and heart must soar to the height of heights, so as to acknowledge the unity of the whole.”

			Joseph was nearing the state in which mystics of old saw sound and heard colors. His entire body was trembling with ecstasy.

			This is the best hitbodedut I’ve ever experienced! The closest I’ve ever been to achieving devekuth. The state of cleaving to God. His ecstasy was short-lived, however. Something happened that wasn’t supposed to happen. 

			He lost control. 

			“BARUCH A-TA A-DO-NAI E-LO-HAY-NU ME-LECH Ha-O-LAM BO-RAY M’O-RAY HA-AYSH,” he cried out passionately. Although the words came through him, they hadn’t come from him. It was as if he’d been compelled by some unseen, celestial force to utter them. “Blessed are you, O Eternal our God, King of the Universe, Creator of the radiance of the fire,” he repeated in English, flustered at his compulsive behavior. 

			Why was he reciting words usually reserved for the Havdalah Service? 

			This was the Day of atonement! 

			Suddenly, he was buffeted by a strong gust of wind. 

			Then a second. 

			And a third. 

			And finally, a fourth, stronger than the previous three. 

			The repeated gusts of wind whipped at him as if he was standing in the middle of a whirlwind. He thought about Elijah and the whirlwind that whisked the aged prophet to Heaven as his faithful servant Elisha watched in amazement.

			With the wind came fear. 

			Not for his life, but because of his sudden lack of control. 

			In one brief instant, he’d lost the discipline over his body he’d spent ten years learning to exercise. The control he so proudly coveted, deep within his spirit. The control he used to measure character in people he met.

			He desperately wanted to open his eyes—but couldn’t. 

			Even more disconcerting, he was overcome with a powerful urge to continue reciting the Havdalah prayer. The fount of words rose up from deep within him, gushing forth from his mouth unbidden. “Blessed art thou, O Eternal, our God, King of the Universe, who has made a distinction between holy and not holy, between light and darkness, between Israel and the other nations, between the seven day and the six working days,” he proclaimed to the heavens in a deep-throated, crystalline voice. “You discriminated between the sanctity of the Sabbath day, and the sacredness of the festival; and you consecrated the seventh day in preference to the six working days; you separated your people Israel and sanctified them with your holiness.”

			Shaking, Joseph paused, catching his breath. What in the name of all that is holy is happening to me? 

			In response to his silent cry, a strange, melodious voice behind him began speaking to him in Hebrew. “BARUCH A-TA A-DO-NAI Ha-MAV-DEEL BAYN KO-DESH L’KO-DESH.”

			No longer fearful, he listened to the words. “BARUCH A-TA A-DO-NAI E-LO-HAY-NU ME-LECH Ha-O-LAM SHE-HE-CHE-YA-NU, V’KEE-Y’MA-NU, V’HEE-GEE-A-NU LA-Z’MAN HA-ZEHA.” 

			Tears cascaded down his cheeks as he translated the words. “Blessed are you, O Eternal, who makes a distinction between holy and holy. Blessed are you, O Eternal, our God, King of the Universe, who has preserved us alive, sustained us, and brought us to enjoy this season.”

			When he finished, the wind stopped as abruptly as it started. 

			With the sudden stillness came a gnawing silence. 

			

			Joseph opened his eyes. He turned, anxious to see who it was intruding upon his privacy. 

			Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a brief glimpse of an unusually tall man with silver-gray hair. The powerfully built stranger was standing in the midst of what appeared to be a cocoon of pure white, pulsating light. Light shining brighter than the blossoming sunlight filling the skies above Jerusalem. 

			Light that seemed alive.

			Overwhelmed with emotion, he cried out again, this time with a guttural gasp. His eyes were burning with the shimmering light, filling with tears. He rubbed his stinging sockets, dizzy with confusion, blinking repeatedly. 

			When at last clear sight returned, he received yet another shock. 

			There was no sign of the silver-haired stranger.

			Dumfounded, Joseph gaped at the empty balcony.

			

		


		
			[image: Lightening symbol]

			CHAPTER 3

			Abraham Aurochs had been working in a crouched position for nearly five hours when the strain on his back and legs finally got to him. He stood up, taking a rare break from the grueling, meticulous work, stepping outside the cave. 

			Massaging his lower back with callused hands, he said a silent prayer. He hoped the new translation of the Copper Scroll he’d used to determine the site for the current dig was accurate. 

			Qumran, located not far from the shores of the Dead Sea, was one of the most important archaeological sites in Israel. Here, in 1947, an itinerant Bedouin nicknamed “the Wolf” stumbled up0on the Dead Sea scrolls. And it was here Abraham hoped to find one of the last pieces of the puzzle he’d been putting together for over twenty-five years. 

			The ashes of the Red Heifer.

			Mindful of the stifling heat, he took several sips of tepid water from the canteen he carried with him, then called out to his assistant who was working about thirty feet away. “Malachi, tell the crew we’re working until the light’s gone, “he yelled, waving his hands as if sending a message in semaphore. “We only have permission to work this site until the first of the month. Then, whether we’re successful or not, we’ll have to wait until Spring to start searching again. You know how I feel about that. “

			“Yes, Abe, I know,” the younger man yelled back. “This is the hundredth time you’ve told me how little time we have left. You’ve been saying the same thing for years—on every dig we’ve ever worked together. With you, there’s never enough time.”

			Abraham smiled, chuckling. “We only have a few hours of daylight remaining. I want to make every one count.”

			“Yes, Oh-Great-One, your every wish is my command.”

			Abraham grunted his response, turning his back on the man he treated like a son, his thoughts again focusing on the task before him. He pulled a well-worn paint brush from his right rear pocket, kneeling, once again conscious of the aches and pains coming with old age. He began gently brushing off the section of ground he’d been working on for nearly two days.

			This archaeological dig was his tenth attempt at finding treasures from the Second Temple, the temple first built by King Solomon in nine hundred fifty B.C., rebuilt by both Zerubbabel and Herod the Great. In many ways, If he found what he was looking for it would be his most significant find to date. It would also be fitting for him to discover the ashes of the Red Heifer on this tenth attempt. 

			The number ten in biblical usage signifies the perfection of Divine order. Noah completed the antediluvian age in the tenth generation from Adam. Abraham was proved by God in ten cycles of trials. and the almighty sent ten plagues to judge Egypt and Pharaoh. God gave Moses the Ten Commandments, and through the angel Gabriel He revealed to Daniel at the end of the age a coalition of ten nations would arise, governed by the son of perdition, the antichrist.

			If he believed in anything, Abraham believed God was sovereign, and everything transpiring on the Earth since Creation was a part of His Divine Plan. 

			That hadn’t always been the case.

			His life changed dramatically in an instant one summer, nearly forty years earlier, when his wife and newborn son were killed by a drunken driver. The accident that left him walking with a permanent limp started him on a downward spiral he almost hadn’t recovered from. The few people who knew the details of his past often remarked it sounded as if the Aurochs family was plagued with a curse. His father, his sister, and finally his wife and son had all died at the hands of drunk drivers. 

			

			He’d read once that just as the Lord had Divine appointments for people, the devil had assignments as well. 

			Perhaps that was why he’d suffered so horribly in past years.

			In 1955 he owned a sizeable piece of land on the outskirts of Los Angeles, growing oranges. After the death of his wife and son, he no longer had the heart to farm. He sold the land to his brother, Franklin, who’d unexpectedly shown up on his doorstep six years earlier with his five-and-a-half-year-old son, Vaughn. Franklin razed the orange trees, planting almonds, which he fermented into a liqueur he named Angelica.

			Within a few years of the property transfer, Abraham became a multi-millionaire, then hit bottom. 

			One cold, dreary, southern California morning—barely a month after John Kennedy was elected President—he awakened underneath a bridge and couldn’t remember where he’d been, or what he’d done, for the previous seven and a half days. another tortuous blackout, the effect of a prolonged drinking spree, robbing him of memory. Ironically, the drug he chose to sedate the pain he felt at the loss of his family was his brother’s claim to fortune—Angelica.

			It had taken him just five short years to spend all the money he’d made from the sale of his land, and another five long years to be delivered from his personal hell on earth.

			Upon waking that fateful morning, he’d decided to kill himself. 

			But not before he’d spent several minutes yelling at God, rebuking Him for all the ills that had befallen him, not certain he believed any more the almighty even existed, much less heard his cries of anguish. 

			As he cursed his circumstances, and God’s failure to intervene, his grandmother’s voice was echoing inside his head, admonishing him as she had done whenever she’d caught him in the act of misbehaving as a child: “Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” she said, a stern look on her face, waggling her finger at him. 

			The phrase stuck in his mind, and over the years it became an odd kind of thorn in his flesh. He never really knew what she meant by the phrase until he hit rock bottom.

			He struggled to the top of the bridge, climbing up on the railing. 

			He was about to jump into the ice-cold river below, when a soft, firm voice behind him said, “The pains of death surrounded me, and the pangs of Sheol laid hold of me; I found trouble and sorrow, then I called upon the name of the Lord: O Lord, I implore you, deliver my soul.”

			Startled, for was no other living soul on the deserted stretch of highway, he almost fell into the river. Instead of plunging headlong to his death, however, he fell back onto the roadway, cursing.

			

			That was when the silver-haired stranger started laughing.

			“Who are you laughing at?” he groused, staring up into the face of an unusually tall man. 

			“And who do you think you are sneaking up on me like that? Don’t you realize you almost made me fall into the river?”

			The stranger was staring at him with penetrating hazel-green eyes full of an ethereal, shimmering white light.

			Thoroughly disconcerted, Abraham shot a quick glance heavenward. 

			The sun was hidden behind a gray, overcast sky on the verge of dumping torrents of rain on the earth below at any moment. Where’s all that light coming from? 

			Abruptly, the alcohol and depression-induced fog shrouding his brain for longer than he cared to remember was dispersed by an odd tingling sensation. It started at the nape of his neck, coursing rapidly through the length of his body, ending up in the soles of his bare feet. 

			“To answer your first question, I was laughing at how funny you look, sprawled on the pavement. As for your second, my name is Yuri ben Raphah. Although your third question was actually a statement, it seems to me under the circumstances you might expect a response from me on that point as well.”

			“Huh?”

			Yuri smiled. “I had no intention of allowing you to harm yourself. “

			Abraham tried unsuccessfully to rinse the foul taste from his mouth with saliva. He gagged and would have vomited had there been anything in his stomach to regurgitate. For the first time in weeks, he was suddenly aware of the stench permeating his body in much the same way that the strange, shimmering light seemed to envelop the old man’s. 

			“Here, drink this.” The man handed him what looked like a World War II military canteen.

			He took a cautious first sip, the drank deeply of the ice-cold water. He finished half the canteen in several large gulps, pausing only to catch his breath. “I’ve never tasted water like this. It’s—sweet! If I didn’t know better, and if I believed they existed, I’d swear this is the kind of water angels drink.”

			“What makes you think they don’t?” 

			“Are you kidding? You ever meet anybody who talked with an angel?”

			

			The stranger continued to stare at him with sparkling eyes full of amusement.

			He continued drinking more of the delicious water. When his raging thirst was quenched, he shook the canteen in disbelief. Water overflowed the top, spilling onto the pavement at his feet. He was about to comment on the unusual fact, when Yuri reached out, taking the container from his hand, replacing the top without taking any for himself.

			In the blink of an eye, the canteen disappeared into the folds of the man’s clothing. 

			“You were in the War?” 

			“The War?”

			“You know. The Big One. WW II,” Abraham said, indicating the canteen. 

			“Not exactly, although I am accustomed to warfare.”

			“Korea?”

			“No.”

			“Okay, I give up. You never served in the military. Neither did I. I was just trying to make conversation.” He slumped down against the side of the bridge, scrutinizing his benefactor. The stranger calling himself Yuri ben Raphah was well over six feet tall, with broad, square shoulders. He seemed in excellent physical condition, radiating restrained power. Abraham also had the odd sense the man standing above him was much older than he looked, which was about sixty. 

			He glanced at the silver-haired stranger’s hands. There were no calluses on Yuri’s finely sculpted palms, unlike his own stubby ones which were thick with them. He wasn’t ashamed his palms marked him as a man accustomed to hard physical labor. His father, who’d been a blacksmith before they’d immigrated to America from Germany, often remarked calluses were the signature of a man who knew, and had not forgotten, his roots were in the dust of the Earth, from whence all humanity had been created. “If hard work was good enough for Cain and Abel,” his father was fond of saying, “then it’s good enough for the Aurochs clan.” 

			The only physical labor I’ve performed in the past five years is hoisting bottles to my mouth. He chuckled bitterly. “What was that you said as you snuck up on me?”

			

			“I didn’t sneak up on you.”

			“All right, all right. Don’t get your wings bent out of shape.” He was beginning to wonder if maybe this odd character was an angel after all. He appeared out of thin air, and the way he looked and talked was different. God only knew what an angel was doing here in the middle of nowhere. I must be suffering from DTs. That’s got to be it. There are no such things as angels. “I just wanted to make certain you know you scared the daylights out of me.” 

			“That was apparent from your behavior.”

			“Do you speak like this to everyone?”

			“Like what?”

			“Don’t you realize how infuriating your responses are?”

			“I hadn’t thought about it. Shall I answer your question now?”

			“By all means.” Abraham’s voice was heavy with sarcasm but the stranger either didn’t notice, or else simply ignored it.

			“You asked me about the words I spoke to you as you were about to jump off this bridge.”

			“I wasn’t going to jump!”

			“Oh?”

			“I was just—”

			“Go on.”

			The tingling sensation Abraham experienced earlier returned, and it was overpowering. His whole body seemed to be on fire, and there was a strange smell in the air. It was sweet. Sweeter than any perfume his wife had ever worn. Though oddly familiar, he couldn’t place the scent. 

			He closed his eyes, breathing in the soothing fragrance. 

			He was suddenly light as a feather. This must be what it’s like when you die. Immediately he heard, No, My son, this is what Life feels like. Eternal life.

			In the next instant, he was overcome by powerful thoughts. The time has come to quit feeling sorry for yourself. It’s time to quit hating. The world. God. Even the man who killed your family, robbing you of happiness. The revelation exploded like a bomb inside his head, and he was shaken to the core.

			Yuri’s voice came to him, as if from a great distance. “The Psalm I quot4ed earlier was written and sung by David to God, in gratitude for his redemption. The first part says, I love the Lord, because He has heard my voice and my supplications, Because He has inclined His ear to me, Therefore I will call upon Him as long as I live. What shall I render to the Lord, For all His benefits toward me? I will take up the cup of salvation and call upon the name of the Lord.” Yuri’s words pierced his heart. His pain and confusion were gone. He opened his eyes, overwhelmed. 
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