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Timeline of Ancient Jewish History




	
1000 BCE


	
David unifies the Twelve Tribes, making Jerusalem his capital; his son Solomon builds the First Temple





	
975 BCE


	
The Kingdom splits under David’s grandson into Israel (in the north) and Judah (in the south)





	
722 BCE


	
Assyria conquers the Northern Kingdom and exiles Ten Tribes





	
586 BCE


	
Babylonia conquers the Southern Kingdom and exiles most of the Jews to Babylon





	
538 BCE


	
Cyrus the Great of Persia permits the Jewish exiles to return to Israel





	
515 BCE


	
Second Temple built in Jerusalem





	
332 BCE


	
Alexander defeats the Persian Empire; Israel comes under Greek rule





	
164 BCE


	
The Maccabees drive out the Greeks; Israel ruled by their Hellenized descendants, the Hasmoneans





	
134-104 BCE


	
Qumran (Secacah) established in Judean Desert; Dead Sea Scrolls written





	
63 BCE


	
Rome conquers the Greek Empire and imposes Roman rule over Israel





	
66 CE


	
Jews in the Galilee rebel against Roman rule; the Jewish wars begin





	
68 CE


	
Vespasian becomes Caesar; his son Titus finishes the war; Qumran is destroyed





	
69 CE


	
Siege of Jerusalem begins





	
70 CE


	
Jerusalem falls to Rome; Second Temple destroyed; Jews exiled





	
73 CE


	
Masada, the last Jewish stronghold, falls to Roman army





	
135 CE


	
Jews rebel against Rome, led by Bar Kochba; Rome puts down revolt
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FOUR DAYS AFTER SHE BEGAN working at the Zion Gate Hotel in West Jerusalem, a nineteen-year-old Palestinian chambermaid named A’isha Jamal discovered the lifeless body of Professor Boaz Goldmayer lying on the bathroom floor of room 527. It was the beginning of her early morning shift. She and her friend Maryam had been assigned to clean and make up the rooms on the fifth and sixth floors of the hotel. Their boss, a humorless, middle-aged Jewish woman with enormous teeth named Sarah Shtern, had instructed them to be extra careful not to disturb anything placed on the desks or bureaus in these particular rooms. The scholars attending the conference at the hotel would complain if any of their important papers or electronic devices were tampered with.

As soon as A’isha opened the door to room 527, she sensed that something was wrong. There were papers scattered all over the carpeted floor. A few thin white computer cables lay on the desk, unattached to any electronic device, but the smooth black surface of the desk was otherwise empty. On the floor to the right of the queen-sized bed lay a thick white electrical cord, stretched out like a dead snake. The purple and gold lamé bedspread had not been disturbed. Gold-wrapped chocolate squares still lay on the smooth pillow shams.

Then, the smell hit her: an unpleasant odor, reminding her of the fetid stink of mouse droppings that hung around her father’s goat pens. It got stronger when she neared the bathroom. That’s when she saw the room’s occupant sprawled on the white tiled floor. A wet stain darkened the old man’s pants between his legs and pooled on the white tiles. His glasses lay broken beside him on the floor. She was glad there was no blood.

Perhaps he had died of a stroke or a heart attack? But the scattered papers suggested foul play.

She dropped the tall pile of freshly laundered towels and sheets onto the bed. Then, she lifted the receiver of the black telephone on the night table and pushed zero. Koby picked up right away.

“Front desk. How can I help you?”

“This A’isha. Guest….”

She paused. Her mind drew a blank. What was the Hebrew word for “died?” Or “got sick?” Though A’isha had been born in Israel, her Hebrew was patchy. The shock of seeing the dead man in the bathroom had rattled her so much that she couldn’t summon up the words she needed.

“Nu?”

“Guest,” A’isha repeated. Her voice quavered. “Please. Security. Beetakhon.”

Like most Palestinians working in Israel, A’isha knew that Hebrew word only too well.
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FIVE MINUTES LATER, YOEL GINSBERG, head of the hotel’s security staff, arrived accompanied by two of his men. He questioned A’isha in Arabic, then dismissed her to continue her work. She fled the room, leaving the towels and bed linens strewn on the bed.

Careful not to disturb anything, Yoel quickly examined the body, declaring the man “as dead as a shoe.” He walked through the large bedroom, stepping gingerly over the scattered papers and the detached power cord on the floor. Then, he speed-dialed the Jerusalem District Police on his mobile.

“Tell Levine we got a suspicious death at the Zion Gate. An American professor. Room 527. I’ll stay with the body ’til she gets here.”

As soon as he disconnected, Ziggy Dweck was in his ear.

“Mind if I go downstairs for a minute? I’d rather not take a crap in front of the dead guy.”

Yoel looked at his new hire with undisguised irritation. Although Ziggy had come to him highly recommended, Yoel had his doubts about the young man. He disappeared too often while on duty, citing “irritable bowel issues.” He’d give the guy a few more weeks to settle in. If he couldn’t measure up to the job by then, Yoel would have no problem firing him. In the upscale hotel business, professional security was as important as fresh linen and premium cable.

“Make it quick, Dweck!”

Ziggy left the room and headed down the corridor. He took the elevator to the floor below, then ducked into an empty guest room.

Closing the door behind him, he pulled out his mobile phone.

“Roni? It’s Ziggy. You were right to send me over here to snoop around. For once, the chatter we intercepted was legit. Got a dead body here. An American scholar. Laptop’s gone. Room trashed. Might be worth looking into.”

“Okay, nose around,” said Roni. “But be discreet. Steer clear of the police. This is their turf. Who caught the case?”

“Chief Inspector Sarit Levine.”

Roni chuckled.

“Then be extra careful, motek. She bites.” Smoke from his cigarette hissed in Ziggy’s ear. “Maybe I’ll unleash Maya Rimon on her. Let the two harpies claw each other’s eyes out.”

The two women were like Siamese twins, he thought to himself, competing for a single blood supply.

Ziggy hung up, pocketed his phone, and hurried back to room 527. He reached the door just moments before Sarit Levine and her team barged into the room. Yoel’s scowl barely had time to twist into a forced smile before the diminutive police detective barked at him to get out of her way and let the experts take over.

Ziggy spun on his heels and joined the rest of his team in their hasty retreat.
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IT WAS ALMOST ELEVEN WHEN Maya Rimon arrived at Service Headquarters. Today was supposed to be her day off, but Roni had called, saying they had a “situation.” She needed to report in ASAP.

Maya’s parents had offered to take her three-year-old daughter Vered for the day, but they’d balked at letting her bring her new kitten to their fancy apartment. Vered had thrown a tantrum.

Maya’s mother, Camille, had sniffed and wriggled her large nose.

“What a stupid idea to give that child a bezoona for her birthday! And a black one, no less! But that’s Rafi for you! My Jeddah used to say that witches and djinns can turn themselves into black cats—”

“Oh, cut it out, Camille!” Maya’s father, Moti, had sliced the air with the side of his hand. “We’re living in the 21st century, for God’s sake! Enough with the Moroccan fairy tales!”

In the end, they’d capitulated. But only this once, because it was Vered’s birthday. After that, the kitten stayed home.

Maya’s office at the Service, a shadowy branch of Israeli Intelligence that conducted special investigations with potentially serious political ramifications, was located in a three-story apartment house in the middle of a residential section of West Jerusalem. Like many buildings in this neighborhood, the architecture was a blend of European and Ottoman styles, with massive iron gates, a spacious first floor front hall, wrought-iron balconies, painted shutters, and a domed roof. Behind the building was a fenced-in garden. Like many similar 19th century structures, this one had suffered neglect over the years. And it would remain in this state of partial disrepair; the Service specialized in avoiding notice.

Maya walked up to the building’s wrought-iron front gates and stood there for a moment, her strong hands grasping the sinuous vertical bars, hesitating.

She closed her eyes and visualized her little daughter at her parents’ apartment, spending yet another birthday without her mother. She thought of her own birthdays as a child. Being the center of all that adult attention, the presents, the candy, the special Meskouta sponge cake with chocolate icing that her Moroccan mother baked for each of their birthdays, and the fun she’d had with all her cousins. But now, all Maya could think about was how stressful Vered’s birthday party would be, her mother smothering Vered with presents and food, then sniping at her husband, who would sit on the couch smoldering in morose silence. Her stomach twisted into a knot.

She opened her eyes and looked up at the building’s stone façade, wondering if anyone was watching her. As usual, the tall, thick windows were dark.

If someone had been looking down at that moment, they would have seen a petite young woman, with a dense mane of curly red hair the color of sun-drenched rust. As she peered up at the building’s top floor, her auburn eyebrows arched delicately over green eyes flecked with gold; eyes that turned an unsettled color, like disturbed silt on the ocean floor, in dim light. When her features were smooth as they were now, she seemed younger than her thirty-two years, but when she gazed at someone, especially a rival or a foe, with an intense stare or with hostility, her age was indeterminate. At those moments she assumed an air of mystery, even of menace.

Maya broke free of her reverie and leaned forward to push the gate open. But before the gate gave way, she was startled by the shrill whine of a siren speeding in her direction.

The yellow ambulance, marked with the characteristic red stripe of Magen David Adom, Israel’s Red Cross, screeched to a halt directly across the street from where Maya stood. Two male medics in white uniforms sprang out of the back of the ambulance. One carried a small medical kit.

The two men raced into the two-story building. Moments later, they emerged, holding an agitated young man between them. The youth was thin to the point of emaciation. His dark hair was tangled in long dreadlocks, and a black beard reached down to the middle of his chest. He wore a long gray robe, which hung loosely on him like a collapsed parachute.

Grunting, swinging his shaggy head from side to side, he struggled to free himself. But his movements were futile; the medics held him firmly in their grip. Giving up his struggle, he started to scream.

“You can’t hold me! I am the resurrected Christ! I’ve come back to redeem the world! Tell your corrupt leaders that their earthly powers are at an end! Release me before the Lord strikes you down!”

A window suddenly shot open on the building’s second floor. A middle-aged woman wearing a flowered housedress, her blonde hair festooned in curlers, thrust out her head. Her heavy accent betrayed her origins in the American south.

“I’m so sorry, Kyle! But I don’t got no choice. You done become a danger to yourself!”

The young man swiveled his head to stare up at the speaker. His jaw fell slack. His eyes bulged out of their sockets.

It was only then that Maya noticed Kyle’s bare feet. Both were covered in blood. Jutting out of the top of his left foot was a large metal spike.

“Whore of Babylon!” he shouted up at the woman in the window. “Judas!”

A third medic now emerged from inside the ambulance. In one hand, she held a hypodermic syringe, which she proceeded to jab into Kyle’s arm. Within seconds, he slumped forward. The two medics caught him before he fell.

They dragged him over to the ambulance, his bleeding feet leaving a thin red line on the white pavement. With the help of their female colleague, the two men lifted him up into the back of the vehicle, then slammed shut the double doors.

The woman in the window wailed, “Don’t you worry none, Kyle! Those Jew doctors will fix you right up. Then, I’ll take you on home.”

The ambulance sped away, lights flashing but its siren mute.

Shaking her fist at the retreating ambulance, the woman in the window shouted, “Damn that crazy preacher! He done poisoned your mind!”

The woman pulled her head back inside and slammed down the window with a loud thunk.

On her side of the street, Maya stood watching until the yellow and red vehicle disappeared around the corner. Then, she turned around and slowly pushed open the iron gate to Service Headquarters.
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RONI QATTAWI CAUGHT SIGHT OF Maya as she came in.

He was a small man, thin and wiry but unusually muscular, especially in his upper arms. His dark eyes, stony like burnt olive pits, were set too close together in his bullet-shaped head. He had a thin, sharp wedge of a nose. He was dark-complexioned, and his small teeth were stained by too much black tea. But his most prominent feature was the large diamond-shaped port-wine stain on his left cheek. His mother always blamed herself for this blemish, persuaded by the Egyptian superstition that a pregnant woman who doesn’t appease her cravings would bear a child with such a hideous birthmark. Even now, Mrs. Qattawi overindulged in basbusa at the end of festival meals.

Roni was sitting at his large wooden desk in his office at the far end of the giant room, looking out over the central section of the floor, which was bordered on both sides by glassed-in offices. She was too far away for him to see her face clearly, but he knew she was staring back at him. He could almost hear her mind clicking like an abacus.

Maya strode confidently across the floor toward Roni, hiking up her shoulders, clenching her jaw. She stopped in his open doorway.

“Nu, what’s so important that it couldn’t wait ’til tomorrow?”

“A homicide at the Zion Gate Hotel,” said Roni. “An American professor. Attending some kind of conference there.”

“Not our problem. The Jerusalem District Police will handle it.”

Roni shook his head. “The Israel Antiquities Authority has asked us to step in. The crime might involve the theft of Jewish antiquities. Possibly a newly discovered Dead Sea Scroll. Don’t know all the details yet.”

Maya felt her heart racing, her pulse speeding up. Here was her chance to make up for the mess she’d made of her last case! What did the Americans call it? A “do-over.”

But Roni immediately put the kibosh on such fantasies.

“Arik Ophir thinks the whole thing’s complete bullshit. If it were really that important, IAA wouldn’t be giving away the case so quickly. He thinks they just want to stick it to the Jerusalem Police for interfering in that ossuary balagan last year. What a fiasco!”

“Or it could be just the tip of the iceberg.”

Roni grabbed Maya’s shoulders, squeezing so hard she yelped and broke free. She stared at him with undisguised irritation.

“Hey, cool it, Roni!”

“No, you cool it, Rimon! Didn’t you learn anything from your last screw-up?”

Maya drew in a deep breath and blew it out. Would that bungled case haunt her for the rest of her career?

Maya shook out her shoulders, then crossed her arms. She thought about sitting down in the wooden chair across from Roni but decided to remain standing. Being a short man, Roni was especially sensitive about the angle of a person’s gaze.

“I still say we missed something when we were at the LTM Center the last time,” she said. “My gut tells me we shut down that investigation too soon. If you hadn’t nixed my interview with—”

Roni balled his right hand into a fist and smacked it into the opposite palm.

“That’s enough, Maya! You’re just like your father. Always gunning to land the Big One. You just don’t know when to quit, do you?”

She hated to admit it, but Roni had a point. On that last case, she’d almost ended her career before it had even started. Although Maya had only recently been promoted to field agent, Roni had assigned her to a high-profile case involving Christian extremists, who called themselves the LTM, Liberators of the Temple Mount. She knew that he’d expected her to botch the investigation. And thereby hasten her exit from the Service.

Which she did. True to form, she blew off protocol.

When her confidential informant had told her powdered explosives were being manufactured at the LTM Center in East Jerusalem, she’d immediately suspected a terrorist conspiracy. Before obtaining hard evidence, she’d pressured Roni into engaging their whole team in a complicated sting. But it had turned out that the suspected “explosives” were just reproductions of ancient temple incense. The Service was lucky that Arik Ophir, the newly appointed Minister of Internal Security, had convinced the director of the LTM Center not to sue them. And it was also lucky that they’d managed to keep it out of the papers.

Maya stomped her foot on the concrete floor, raising a plume of dust.

“Just lay off me, Roni! I’ve got a lot on my plate at the moment.”

Maya took a deep breath. Better learn to control your temper, girl. You can’t afford to lose this job. Not when her ex was threatening to sue for sole custody. She had to hold onto Vered. Her daughter and her work, that was all that mattered. If she were to lose them both…

Maya looked down at her boss, who was now lighting a cigarette. He tossed the spent match to the floor. He drew in a lungful of smoke, held it briefly, then blew out several perfect smoke rings, which rose slowly into the air and dissipated.

Maya’s gaze settled on Roni’s ears, which were unusually small, their dark rims wrinkled like dried apricots. Dark bristles sprouted out of his ears like chia grass. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then opened her eyes and smiled.

“Sorry. I’m just upset ’cause I had a nasty run-in with my ex this morning. Over my daughter’s birthday party.”

Roni blew another perfect smoke ring toward the ceiling.

She wasn’t surprised that he ignored her appeal for sympathy. Her boss was singularly indifferent to his agents’ personal affairs, especially their domestic troubles.

“The Jerusalem Police are already on the scene,” Roni said. “The ME’s doing a preliminary post. Go see what you can find out.”

“Who’s the lead on the case?”

“An old friend of yours.” Roni grinned. “Sarit Levine.”

Maya conjured up the face of her old army buddy. They’d been stationed together at the beginning of their military service. Bored to tears in their remote Negev outpost, they’d passed the time playing chess and Go, or stumping each other with abstruse brain-teasers. They’d strongly bonded over their shared ambition to pursue a career in Israeli military intelligence, following in their fathers’ footsteps. But afterwards, they’d drifted apart. Maya had attended Hebrew University in Jerusalem; Sarit, the Technion, Israel’s MIT. When they’d met up after graduation to take the qualifying exams for the Service, they’d quickly recognized that their friendship wasn’t as strong as their rivalry for the single position the spy bureau had open at that time.

Once Maya had landed the job, they’d cut off all ties. She hoped they could behave professionally on this case, but she was ready to play hardball if she had to.

“You okay with this assignment?” asked Roni.

“Sure, why not? I’ll get over there now.”

“No heroics, okay? Just get the evidence. Arik’s probably right that it’s all bullshit.”
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THE CROWD THAT GATHERED AT the high school basketball court in East Jerusalem was small. Less than a hundred men, women, and children. But then this was only a rehearsal, not the real thing. The authentic sacrifice would take place, God willing, soon after the blood moon. The time and place of the rehearsal had not been made public. Yet a hundred people had still shown up, alerted by word of mouth. They now strained against the chain-link fence surrounding the black-topped ball court. Eager, nervous, expectant.

The run-through began with a lecture delivered by a noted authority on ancient sacrificial practices during the Second Temple period. Then came a short video, projected on the white outside wall of the high school. The video dramatized the ancient pilgrimage of a Jewish family traveling to Jerusalem to offer an animal for sacrifice on the Temple altar.

By now, many of the children had become restless. Quietly, they snuck away from their parents to seek out perches on balconies and in trees, where they could get a good view of what they’d come to see. An animal giving its life in the service of God. The spilling of real blood.

The crowd hushed. Even the children, looking down upon the scene, fell dumb, sensing the awesomeness of the moment.

A priest-in-training, wearing a white robe and a puffy white cap, now appeared on the blacktop. He led a small, frightened lamb on a rope leash into the center of the basketball court. Then, a second man stepped forward. He wore a white medical coat and dark pants. Carefully, he inspected the animal for blemishes. When he nodded his head to indicate that the lamb was acceptable for sacrifice, the crowd cheered. Smiling, he nodded toward the crowd and walked off the court.

The priest then drew from inside his robe a sharp knife, whose blade glinted in the bright sun. Quickly, he drew it across the lamb’s throat, releasing a stream of bright red blood, which spurted like a garden hose. A second priest-in-training now ran toward the dying lamb, carrying a gold cup with a long handle. Grasping the handle with both hands, he skillfully angled the cup to catch the gushing blood.

Because it was only a rehearsal, the organizers hadn’t felt it necessary to erect an authentic facsimile of the Temple altar. Instead, they’d hastily assembled a large square wooden structure mounted on cinder blocks, with a long wooden ramp, painted white, leading up to it. The first priest now walked slowly up the ramp, carrying the gold cup by its handle. When he reached the top, he walked the perimeter of the makeshift stone altar, sprinkling the lamb’s blood on all four of its corners.

He then descended the ramp and walked over to the slaughtered lamb. With expert precision and speed, he skinned the animal, removing the organs and body parts that in former times had been designated to be consumed on the altar. Holding these bloody pieces of meat between both hands, he walked around the inside perimeter of the fence. The enraptured crowd looked on in wonder.

When he’d finished the circuit, he laid the organs down at one edge of the macadam court and returned to the eviscerated lamb. He gently lifted it up in his arms. Solemnly, he carried the small body up the ramp and placed it on the flaming altar. The smell of roasting meat wafted over the crowd.

Using special tongs, he then lifted the blackened carcass from the fire and carried it back down the ramp. Two more white-robed priests came forward and quickly cut the charred body into tiny pieces, each about the size of an olive. The roasted morsels were distributed to the waiting crowd, who shoved and jostled to grab a piece of the holy offering. The children, who had been watching the ceremony from their high perches, now scrambled down to the ground and ran over to the fence, but they were too late. The scrawny lamb had not been able to feed the entire multitude.

As the spectators licked their lips and guzzled water from plastic bottles, the lead priest held up his hands for silence. In a few moments, nothing could be heard except for a few birds chirping in the nearby cypress trees.

“In four days, the blood moon will appear. That is the moment that the Anointed One will make himself known. The End is near. Prepare yourselves!”

In the continuing silence, he and the other white-robed men walked over to a white stretch limousine parked just outside the chain-link fence. For a few moments, they spoke with someone inside the vehicle. During this time, the spectators remained frozen in place. Even the birds ceased to sing. Then, the window glided shut, and the limousine drove off.

The crowd slowly dispersed, speaking in whispers.

Moments later, the bloody sinews, organs, and head of the lamb disappeared under a murder of crows, which descended upon them to feast. When they flew off, all that remained on the black macadam was a bright red stain.
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THE MAN KNEW HE WAS paying too much for this cramped studio apartment in an unsavory section of East Jerusalem, but it met his needs. He needed privacy, as little foot traffic as possible, and an air conditioner. But no access to the internet. He would download whatever the girl needed in his own apartment and bring it to her on a flash drive.

As the girl set up her workspace, he watched her carefully.

Cassandra Sucher, the oddest young American he’d ever encountered. With her short, spiked lavender hair, pierced eyebrows, lips, and nasal septum, purple eye makeup, and lipstick, he’d worried that she would be loud and insolent. But it turned out to be just the opposite. She refused to make eye contact. Her high-pitched voice barely rose above a whisper. She was like a robot: indefatigable, single-minded, with the focus of a ninja. Her watery hazel eyes focused on the screen like twin highbeams, her wide brow furrowed like a shar pei.

She wore ragged jean cut-offs and a tee shirt declaring war on non-geeks. She wore unusual sandals, more fitting for a Roman centurion than a twenty-first century American girl, her thin ankles and calves crisscrossed tightly by long leather thongs. He noted that her toenails were painted glittery purple.

If she removed all the metal piercings and purple makeup masking her face, he thought, she would probably be a pretty girl. He wondered how old she was. Probably not even twenty-five.

First, she positioned Goldmayer’s MacBook Pro precisely in the center of the wide wooden desk. She then inserted a cable into one of the USB ports, which connected the laptop to an external backup drive. She attached a second cable to a port on the other side, which hooked into a removable storage access utility. He’d thought a thumb drive would have been adequate for storing a copy of the decrypted files, but she’d insisted on a detachable drive.

She knelt on the floor and plugged the laptop’s power cord into the six-outlet power strip. Seated back at the desk, she bent over the keyboard and began to type. Her thin fingers flew over the white letters. It reminded the man of his mother at her loom; how deftly she pitched the shuttle across the warp threads. As she worked, the girl swiveled back and forth in the overpriced ergonomic chair she’d made him buy for her. Perched atop her spiky purple hair were expensive Bose wireless headphones that she claimed she needed in order to “focus.” These spoiled Americans! He prayed she wasn’t just joyriding, imagining his pockets as bottomless wells.

A sleek halogen desk lamp cast a halo of light on her work surface. From its elbowed arm dangled a Native American dreamcatcher. In one corner of the desk sat a round blue ceramic incense holder, with a white lotus flower in its center.

What a strange young woman, traveling the world in search of enlightenment. He simply couldn’t figure her out. Not that he needed to. As long as she decrypted the professor’s files, he didn’t care if she believed in shaytan and djinns.

Threading her fingers through her short-cropped hair, the girl took a sip of her tea, brewed in the Keurig machine she’d also made him buy, together with an assortment of green and herbal teas and fair trade coffees. She had insisted on drinking from her own mug. “Handcrafted in Nepal and shlepped across half a continent.”

When she finished her tea, she slipped off the headphones and set them down on the desk. Out of the cushioned earpieces came female voices droning in a singsong hum.

“I eat the same thing every day for breakfast,” she had informed him. “Asparagus, carrots, and sprouts. Organic. Chia seeds would be nice, but I can do without them for a few days. I make my own dressings. Lemon juice, Dijon mustard, raw honey, and extra-virgin olive oil. Fresh fruit salad for lunch. But go light on the citrus. Not great for my stomach. For dinner, miso soup with extra-firm tofu and ginger root. And brown rice. For a beverage, I’d prefer fresh carrot juice, but any kind of vegetable juice is fine. No additives.”

Allah laenatan laha! Where was he going to find such things in East Jerusalem? She would eat what he brought her.

He took another long look at the girl. How could he have hired someone like her for such an important assignment? A flowerchild. A poor lost soul. She was probably mentally unstable. Despite what she’d told him, he didn’t trust her. Well, she’d better live up to her vaunted reputation as a decrypting genius. Because his fortune was now inextricably entangled with hers.

Once again, he called to mind the single unencrypted file he had found on Goldmayer’s computer. A brief entry from the professor’s journal:

February 24: Borrowed B.R.’s jeep for a few days. Decided not to ask permission from IAA. Need to maintain maximum secrecy. Will spend 2–3 days looking for the cave. I hope De Vaux’s instincts pan out. Need to check his unpublished field notes. So much is riding on this! Probably my last chance to leave my mark on the field. I’m glad Marjorie stayed home. She’s too old to traipse around desert caves. David called again to urge me to encrypt all my files. If I find anything worth concealing, I’ll take his advice.

Nothing in the entry about the precise location of the cave. Nothing about the scroll. And what was this cryptic comment about “De Vaux’s instincts”? He’d have to ask the monk about that.

A terrible thought suddenly seized him. What if Goldmayer hadn’t succeeded in finding the scroll? What if he’d only been guessing at the cave’s location? What if they’d murdered the man in vain?

But why then were all the rest of the professor’s files encrypted? He must have found something worth concealing. What else could that be but the location of the scroll? Boaz Goldmayer was reputed to have the best nose in the business for sniffing out such things. The information he sought had to be in his encrypted files.

The girl looked up at him from the screen. Her eyes darted from side to side, never quite meeting his.

“I will stop by every morning and evening to bring you food. And to check on your progress.” He turned to leave, then paused. “I will need to take your cell phone. For security.”

She swiveled around in her chair, addressing one of the bare white walls. Her purple-lidded eyes blazed with anger.

“You can’t take my phone! My whole life’s on there! My apps, music, photos, contacts, passwords, Instagram, Snapchat. It’s, like, my whole identity!”

He turned around slowly. His face was calm, but his voice was clipped and stern.

“I have already explained to you. We cannot risk exposure. While you are working on these files, you will not have access to the internet or to your phone. I will download anything you need and bring it to you. I am sure you can appreciate my need for caution.”

“But what if I need something right away, like an upgrade of the decryption software? How am I going to reach you without phone service or Wi-Fi? It’ll really slow me down!”

“Sorry. The risk is too great.”

His lower lip curled over his upper in a half-hearted expression of sympathy. Turning, he walked to the apartment door, opened it, and pivoted around to face her. The girl was leaning forward in her chair, as if ready to leap at him. Her high brow furrowed. Both hands gripped the chair’s padded arms.

“Oh, one more thing. In the interests of security, you will not be allowed to leave these premises until the job is done. But you need not worry. You will have everything you need. And I promise you that you will be more than amply compensated for your time and effort. See you this evening, my dear.”

He stepped over the threshold and pulled the heavy wooden door shut behind him.

From his pocket, he took out a small metal padlock. He rotated the four disks to their unlocked positions and pulled open the shackle. Then, he threaded it through the hasp-and-staple assembly he’d affixed outside the door. He snapped the shackle back into the lock and spun all four disks. He tested the door. It didn’t budge.

From inside, he heard her panicked footsteps running toward the door. Saw the knob turn, heard it rattle, then heard her fists pounding on the wood. Her steps receded. He heard grunts as she tried to lift each of the locked windows, which were secured on the outside by iron bars. A few moments of silence. Then, she moved on to the bathroom, testing the single window there. He heard loud sobs. Choking gulps of air. Shrieks and cursing. Then silence again. He prayed she would soon get over the theatrics and get down to work.

He needed the information in four days. At the latest.
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LOCATED IN THE HEART OF West Jerusalem, the Zion Gate Hotel was built to resemble a fortress. But nothing about this building constructed of sparkling Jerusalem stone inspired terror in the heart of its guests. Each of its terraced roofs featured a lush subtropical landscape, with flowered vines dangling down like the famed hanging gardens of Babylon. Like its sister hotels in this Israeli chain, the Zion Gate prided itself on its elegance, contemporary décor, and exceptional cuisine. Especially its sumptuous breakfasts, which were what most guests raved about when they returned home.

One of the Zion Gate’s most attractive features was its location, cradled between the historic Yemin Moshe neighborhood—with its famous Montefiore Windmill—and the walled Old City, with its bustling shuk and venerated holy places. The Zion Gate had long been a favorite of tourists, especially Americans, not only because of its comfortable accommodations, reliable security, and central location, but also because of its personalized service, which catered to the special needs of its diverse clientele. The hotel made available a Sabbath elevator and special Sabbath room keys for Orthodox Jews not wishing to use electricity on the Sabbath and holy days. For vegetarians and vegans, it offered daily options on its restaurant and room service menus. And most recently, it had made available gluten-free and sugarless snacks in the mini-mart off the main lobby. Guests were encouraged to consult with the two concierges always on duty at the reception desk, both fluent in Hebrew, English, French, and Russian. The concierges could recommend restaurants to suit every palate; suggest the best tours for families, young couples, Christian pilgrims, first time visitors, and disabled people and arrange for a rabbi’s services at a moment’s notice.

When Maya arrived at the Zion Gate just after 11:15 a.m., the hotel was a hive of activity. She was dressed casually in a white button-down shirt, tan slacks, and sandals. A worn brown purse hung from her shoulder. Just outside the lobby’s glass doors, Arab and Jewish beggars competed with each other for handouts. Inside the lobby, tour groups clustered and dispersed. Fashionistas and souvenir merchants hawked their wares. Cell phone ringtones chimed and jangled.

Maya pushed her way through the crowd. She stretched her slender neck to give herself more height and thrust her arms forward, swimming against the tide.

She reached the bank of three elevators just off the main lobby. Her green eyes fixed on the digital displays above the closed steel doors. One of her sandaled feet tapped restlessly on the tiled floor. The numbers rose and fell, but never seemed to arrive at the ground floor.

At last, an elevator came and opened its doors.

As soon as Maya stepped into the car, the two ultra-Orthodox men inside, wearing wide-brimmed black hats, long black coats, and black pants, pressed themselves against the rear, as if fleeing contagion. Ignoring them, she jabbed the button for the fifth floor with her forefinger several times. The three of them rode up in silence. Behind her, the Orthodox men swayed back and forth and muttered under their breath. She was glad her stop came first.

Maya followed the arrows down two right-angled corridors until she came to room 527. A young Israeli policeman stood at attention outside the open door. He held a Jericho semi-automatic across his chest. He glared at her as she marched down the corridor toward him. Red crime scene tape made a large X over the open doorway. When Maya approached the door, the policeman thrust his weapon toward her, blocking her path.

“This is a crime scene,” he barked in perfect, heavily accented English. “No one can enter without proper ID.”

It was not surprising that the cop had mistaken her for a guest. She was dressed like a casual tourist, and she wasn’t carrying her service weapon.

“Maya Rimon. With the Service. Assigned to the Goldmayer case.”

The policeman seemed more surprised that she spoke Hebrew than by her disclosure that she was an Israeli intelligence agent.

“ID. Please.” His tone was much softer this time. His smile, coy.

She retrieved her credentials from her purse and presented them. He examined them carefully, then detached one end of the red tape and lifted it up. She ducked under and stepped into the hotel room of Professor Boaz Goldmayer, recently deceased.

From behind her, the young policeman shouted over her head.

“Hey, Golyat! Somebody here from the Service. Tell Levine!”

Moments later, a petite woman in her mid-thirties stepped out of the bathroom and walked up to Maya. The woman was dressed in plainclothes—white button-down blouse with a Peter Pan collar, knee-length Navy blue twill skirt, and dark blue flats, which were sheathed in blue paper booties. A pair of sunglasses perched atop her sandy hair, which was pulled back in a ponytail bound by a blue scrunchie. On her hip hung a SIG Sauer handgun and a pair of carbon steel handcuffs.

She pulled off her latex gloves, planted her hands on her hips, and looked Maya up and down, as if appraising merchandise. Then, she smiled, her pale lips revealing small, perfect teeth.

“Nu, Maya. How long’s it been? Two years?”

“Three. But who’s counting?”

Maya stared at Sarit, trying to neutralize the other’s penetrating glare with feigned indifference. Sometimes, Maya wasn’t even sure if the woman ever blinked. In spite of her small stature, not quite five feet tall, the Chief Inspector undeniably radiated power and irrefutable authority. Maya was always on her guard when the two of them crossed paths. Or swords.

The other six members of the Jerusalem homicide team—a police photographer, two crime scene evidence experts, two uniforms, and another detective in plainclothes—who had until this moment been keenly preoccupied with their crime scene analysis—suddenly became aware of a chill in the air. They stopped what they were doing and leaned in toward the two women.

“So, what brings you to my crime scene?”

Maya stiffened her back, adding a few centimeters to her height. She smiled at the other woman and nodded, almost imperceptibly.

“IAA has asked us to step in. They suspect antiquities theft. Possibly linked to the Dead Sea Scrolls.”

The diminutive police detective laughed. She reached into the small black leather bag draped over her left shoulder and withdrew a small notebook and a ballpoint pen. She flipped back the cardboard cover and poised her pen over the blank white page.

“Fine. Whatever you’d like to share with the Jerusalem Police….”

Maya snorted.

“You know damn well that I’m not here to share information. My assignment is to investigate what the American professor was after.”

Sarit swept her right arm around the room. A gold link chain, flashing in the bright sun that filled the room, jangled on her wrist.

“As you can see, the case is already being investigated.” She paused, then thrust her notebook and pen back into her shoulder bag. “Thanks for checking in, but we’re doing perfectly fine without your help.”

She recalled what Roni had once said about Sarit soon after he’d hired Maya: “I chose you over her because you have a talent for ‘thinking outside the box.’ Sarit sticks too close to the book.” She’d have to remind him of these words next time he criticized her for not following protocol.

The two women were close to the same height, although Maya’s wild bramble of red curls made her seem a bit taller. She wished she’d brought her pistol with her. My God, I’m beginning to sound like Jason Bourne!

She grinned at Sarit, hoping to warm up their exchange. Sarit’s dark brown eyes narrowed in response.

“Look,” Maya said, “I’m not trying to horn in on your case. Just helping out IAA. I leave it to you and your team to solve the murder.”

Sarit was not fooled. Maya hadn’t expected her to be. They’d be in each other’s way at every turn.

“I suppose you want to take a look?”

“I promise not to contaminate your crime scene.”

Sarit pointed toward a cardboard box near the door, filled with purple latex gloves and blue shoe coverings. Maya pulled on the tight gloves, which stuck to her sweaty skin. Then, she slipped blue booties over her sandals and walked into the large bedroom.

“Be careful, Maya. I’ll be watching.”
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AT FIRST GLANCE, THE ROOM didn’t look like the usual crime scene. It was too neat. The thick quilted bedspread, plum-colored with gold trim, was undisturbed on the queen-sized bed. On each pillow, precisely centered, lay a chocolate square wrapped in gold foil. The surface of the broad black desk was empty, except for some loose computer cables and a sleek desk lamp equipped with Ethernet and USB ports. The black swivel chair, its back contoured for maximum comfort, was tucked under the desk.

But a few things struck Maya as curious. There were no electronic devices visible and no complimentary official conference bag draped over the chair. A handful of computer printouts lay scattered on the floor. Mindful that the crime scene investigators were watching her, Maya walked over to the papers, each tagged with a number, and leaned over a page that was lying face-up. It displayed an array of color photos, accompanied by a description of recent excavations in the City of David. Probably downloaded by the professor from a tourist website, someplace he planned to visit in his spare time.

On a slim black ledge cantilevered out from one of the walls sat an automatic coffee machine. Beside it lay unopened packets of regular and decaf coffee. No tea bags. Maya looked down and saw in the small plastic wastebasket several used Wissotzky tea bags and crumpled paper wrappers.

Then, she noticed a dark brown backpack lying on the floor alongside the bed. As with many of the other items in the room, the backpack was marked with a plastic tag bearing a number. CS #27. She drew closer, aware that one of the crime scene techs was following close behind her, watching.

The pack lay on its back. Its coarse, heavy fabric was well worn, stained and frayed in several places, patched on one side. All of its compartments were zipped, presumably the way Goldmayer—or the murderer—had left them. She thrust her hands into the pockets of her pants, fighting the urge to peek inside. Glancing over her shoulder, she nodded to her minder. She would not give Sarit an excuse to complain to Roni.

Then, she noticed a blue smudge on the bottom of the backpack. She leaned down for a closer look. The substance was grainy, as if scraped off a rock containing some kind of blue mineral. Parts of the smudge were smeared, indicating that the mineral was easily crumbled.

An image flashed into her mind: the secret laboratory she had uncovered while investigating the LTM Center several months ago. The lab, a long, narrow room furnished with two rows of stainless steel tables, had been hidden behind a false wall off the lobby. Running down the lengths of these tables had been an array of hammered copper pans, each filled with crystals of a single color—amber, white, green, cobalt, blue, black, and gray. These crystallized minerals were what her confidential informant had mistaken for granular explosives. Unfortunately for Maya, the minerals had turned out to be nothing more sinister than reproductions of ancient Temple incense. Maya’s imprudent actions—her calling for a full-scale government investigation of the Center and making several high-profile arrests—had almost ended her career. She wouldn’t let that happen again.

She glanced around the spacious hotel room. Her minder’s eyes remained fixed on her like a sniper’s laser. How could she lift a sample of the blue powder under his unwavering gaze? She resorted to one of the oldest tricks in the spy’s playbook: diversion.

“Look! Up there!” She stabbed her finger up at the swirled white plaster above her head. “Is that smoke residue?”

All six members of the police investigating team cast their gaze upward, scanning the ceiling for a blackened stain. While they were distracted, Maya bent down and with her fingernail scraped a few grains of the blue mineral from the edge of the dust smear. The small nick left by her nail could only be detected under a microscope. Quickly, she thrust her hand into a pocket of her pants, using her thumbnail to flake the dust into an unzipped plastic baggie she’d brought to collect evidence.

“Just a dead spider,” said one of the crime techs. He lowered his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “Not a carbon stain. Anyway, the alarms would have picked up smoke.”

Maya was about to straighten up from her crouch when she saw something white on the floor, poking out from under the hem of the bedspread. A paper cocktail napkin. She quickly covered it with her hand. Pinching the napkin between two fingers, she straightened up, slipping it into her folded palm. When her minder’s attention was momentarily snagged by a bark from the boss, she glanced down at her find.

The napkin was small and square, folded over twice. One side was darkly stained. Maya brought it to her nose. Red wine and some kind of spicy dipping sauce. Why hadn’t Goldmayer discarded the dirty napkin in the dining hall?

She unfolded the square into a rectangle. On the cleaner of the two white squares there were a few scrawled lines in ballpoint pen. Maya couldn’t make out the words. Quickly, she jammed the napkin into her pocket. She would have to wait until she was alone to study it more closely.

What are you doing? Are you seriously thinking about stealing evidence from a crime scene?

To do so went against all her training. Never compromise the chain of evidence.

She had felt no guilt about taking the mineral scraping. There was plenty of the stuff left on the backpack for a police analysis. But the same couldn’t be said about the paper napkin they’d overlooked.

If I’m caught….

A shudder convulsed Maya’s shoulders. She waited until her body stilled, then yelled: “Hey, Levine!”

Her shout grabbed the attention of everyone in the room. They froze.

“I’m busy, Rimon!” The detective’s voice came from the bathroom. “I warned you not to get in my way!”

Sarit’s peevish tone left no doubt as to how things stood between them. If Maya showed Sarit what she’d found, the police detective would immediately snatch it away. And Maya would never see it again. What if this piece of evidence turned out to be the key to cracking the case? Why should Sarit get all the glory?

The truth was that Maya did not easily mete out trust. Whether by temperament, upbringing, or experience, she tended to hold a rather ungenerous opinion of her fellow human beings, especially those in positions of power. Her therapist Isabel had tried to convince her that her suspiciousness was a defense against being hurt. If Maya would only be more forgiving of herself, she might discover that other people were not so unreliable. Maya always told Isabel that a therapist knows nothing about the real world.

“Never mind,” Maya shouted back. “I’ll handle it.”

She gently curled her fingers around the soft paper in her pocket. These were probably the professor’s last written words. She’d turn it over to the police later, explain that it had stuck to her sweaty skin when she’d looked under the bed. If Sarit chose not to believe her story, that was her problem.

Her nose was suddenly assaulted by a vile odor. She sniffed the air. The smell was coming from the bathroom. The stench of urine and something else she couldn’t identify. Taking a deep breath, she made a beeline for it.
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WHEN MAYA REACHED THE OPEN door, she heard a voice she recognized, speaking Hebrew with a heavy Spanish accent. Dr. Avraham Selgundo, the Chief Medical Examiner of the Jerusalem District Police, was dictating his preliminary findings.

She stepped into the large bathroom. Sarit was leaning over Goldmayer’s body, listening intently as Dr. Selgundo spoke into a silver digital recorder about the size of a fountain pen.

“…appears to have been in reasonably good health, except for being somewhat overweight.

“Based on lividity, body temperature, and the state of rigor mortis, I estimate the time of death between 8:00 p.m. and midnight last night. Initial forensic analysis reveals petechial hemorrhaging, suggesting asphyxia. This cannot be conclusively determined until after a more thorough examination of the lungs and trachea. At this time, I cannot rule out stroke, heart failure, or respiratory arrest. If the death was a homicide, the victim could have been killed by smothering, strangulation, or poisoning. I will need to consult with the victim’s doctors and do a more in-depth examination of the pulmonary system.

“Although I cannot establish the cause of death definitively until the autopsy, I am hypothesizing that the most likely cause was poisoning, probably through ingesting the seeds or leaves of Conium maculatum. I base my hypothesis on the mousy odor I detect on the victim’s breath as well as in the urine found on the floor near the victim’s body, which usually indicates the presence of coniine.”

“Conium maculatum? What’s that?”

Sarit looked up from the body and glowered at Maya.

“You’re here solely as a professional courtesy!” Sarit’s dark brown eyes drilled into Maya’s. “If you can’t keep your mouth shut, you need to leave.”

Dr. Selgundo leaned back on his haunches and waved indifferently with one hand.

“It’s okay, Detective Levine. I don’t mind.”

The doctor tilted further back on his heels and wriggled his shoulders back and forth. He twisted his head to look up at Maya.

“Conium maculatum is the scientific name for poison hemlock. Grows wild all over Israel. The poison blocks the central nervous system. Paralysis progresses up the body. The victim dies when the toxin reaches the respiratory muscles and cuts off oxygen to the heart and brain.”

“Hemlock! Like what killed Socrates?”

“Precisely. Not the worst way to die. It’s a clever murder weapon. Leaves no post-mortem signs except evidence of asphyxia. Hemorrhages in the whites of the eyes.”

“How long would it take for the victim to die?”

“Two hours at most.”

“If it’s all right with you, Agent Rimon….” Sarit made Maya’s formal title sound like an insult. “We’d like to finish before lunch.”

Dr. Selgundo looked at the hardened faces of the two women. He turned his thoughts to his dear wife, Matilda, who was waiting for him at home, warming up his bean soup.

“I’m done here,” he said.

He leaned back and straightened up, grasping the white toilet bowl to help him rise to his feet. He lowered the top of the toilet seat and sat down, glad not to be kneeling any longer on the hard tile floor.

Sarit picked up the digital recorder from the floor, where Selgundo had carefully placed it. She lifted the device to her lips—sans lipstick, Maya noted with surprise—and pressed the “on” button with her thumb. She cleared her throat.

“This is Jerusalem District Police Detective Sarit Levine. I will now dictate my preliminary findings before we remove the body and clear the room. No interruptions, please.”

Although she didn’t direct her eyes toward Maya, it was clear whom she meant. Dr. Selgundo shrugged his shoulders and looked down at the corpse. Maya stared at Goldmayer’s pallid face, imagining his panic as the air bled out of his lungs.

“The victim, Boaz Goldmayer, was discovered early this morning by an Arab chambermaid….” She glanced down at her notes. “A’isha Jamal. The body was found on the bathroom floor of room five-twenty-seven. There are no signs that the body has been moved, which suggests that the victim died where he was found.

“An examination of the room indicates that the victim’s laptop and possibly other portable electronic devices were taken. No cell phone was located. On the floor were scattered papers, which will be examined for forensic significance. Nothing else in the room has been touched. The victim’s wallet, passport, and other valuables were locked in the hotel safe. Our initial examination has revealed no fingerprints, fibers, hairs, or DNA other than those belonging to the victim and hotel staff, which we have on record.

“There was no forced entry into the room. Whoever killed and robbed the victim must have had a key or was let in by the victim. Further investigation is necessary to find out exactly what happened in the hours prior to the victim’s death.”

The detective clicked off the recorder. She looked over at Maya, who stood listening intently near the doorway.

“Nu, something else you want from me?”

“The hotel security tapes. As soon as possible. And any other evidence your team turns up. I’ll do the same on my end.”

The police detective snorted. She looked down at her manicured nails, examining them closely. Their pearly surface glistened in the sunlight pouring in from the high bathroom window.

“You have no jurisdiction here.”

“We’ll get more done if we cooperate, Sarit.”

Sarit looked down at the floor, then focused her eyes on Goldmayer’s stiffening corpse. She made no effort to disguise her rancor.

“I’ll make sure you’re kept apprised.”
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FOUR HOURS!

It had never taken Cassandra this long to decrypt a text file. Should have been a piece of cake.

She rocked back in her chair and stretched her thin arms over her head. She’d been working on this file non-stop, not even taking a bathroom break. When in a groove like this, Cassandra became a robot, obedient only to her internal programming. Unrelenting and single-minded. Time unfurled and expanded like a Moebius strip.

Cassandra stood up and walked away from the desk. She needed to clear her head. To remember that she had a body to attend to. She walked to the center of the room and began a Sun Salutation. Spine straight, hands together, breathing mindfully. Raising her arms, bending her spine backwards. Exhaling slowly, she reversed direction, bringing her head to her knees, then dropped into a lunge. Folding over into Mountain Pose. Then sinking down to the floor, arching her back, and stretching her prone body into Cobra. Then, she did it all in reverse, ending up back where she started, spine erect, hands together, her breaths even and relaxed. She performed two more Sun Salutations. Then, she walked over to the mini-fridge, grabbed a plastic bottle, and gulped down some cold water.

Feeling refreshed, she sat back down in her chair and hunched over Goldmayer’s laptop. Calmly, she placed her purple-nailed fingers on the keyboard and began clicking keys. Messages popped up all over the screen, warning her to stay out of these files. But she paid them no heed. With the focus of a Jedi, she attacked and parried, intent on prying open Goldmayer’s secrets.

And then she was in. A Word document magically materialized on her screen. She shot her arms triumphantly into the air, her small hands balled into fists. She closed her eyes. Her purple lips pursed as though sucking on a lemon.

“Gotcha!” she said aloud. “You used a symmetric encryption algorithm instead of an asymmetric key cipher. Stored the file encryption key in an alternate data stream. Pretty clever, Professor.” She arched her back until she felt the bones crack. “But not as clever as me!”

Before reading the file, she stood up and walked over to the kitchen area. With her index finger, she spun around the three-tiered aluminum carousel of K-Cups on the counter and selected Tazo Zen Green Tea. She flipped open the dispenser, popped in the small cup, and lowered the lid. Then, she flicked on the machine and waited for the “Brew” light to turn blue. When her mug was full, she blew softly on the hot liquid and took a sip. Carrying the tea back to the desk, she sank into her chair and looked over the decrypted file.
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