
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		


		
			Advance Praise for The Passover Protocols

			“In The Passover Protocols, Ellen Frankel presents a witches’ brew of old and new forms of antisemitism—blood libel, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, neo-Nazis, and terrorism. Her heroine, Maya Rimon, is constantly challenged to navigate through a dark world to solve the murder of a young boy. Maya’s investigation reveals that Israel is definitely not immune from threats of anti-Semitism. A page-turning read full of surprising secrets!”

			–Nancy K. Baron-Baer, Former Regional Director of the Anti-Defamation League of Eastern Pennsylvania, Southern New Jersey and Delaware

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Also by Ellen Frankel

			The Deadly Scrolls, The Jerusalem Mysteries Book 1

			The Hyena Murders, The Jerusalem Mysteries Book 2

		


		
			[image: ]

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			A WICKED SON BOOK

			An Imprint of Post Hill Press

			ISBN: 979-8-88845-448-0

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-88845-067-3

			 

			The Passover Protocols

			© 2023 by Ellen Frankel

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover Design by Jim Villaflores

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. People, places, events, and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or historical events, is purely coincidental.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ] [image: ]

			 

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		


		
			Contents

			Ten Days Before Passover

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			Nine Days Before Passover

			8

			9

			Eight Days Before Passover

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			Seven Days Before Passover

			15

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			Four Days Before Passover

			24

			25

			Three Days Before Passover

			26

			Two Days Before Passover

			27

			28

			29

			One Day Before Passover

			30

			31

			Seder Night

			32

			First Day Of Passover

			33

			34

			35

			Third Day Of Passover

			36

			37

			Fourth Day Of Passover

			38

			39

			Fifth Day Of Passover

			40

			41

			42

			43

			44

			45

			46

			47

			Two Months Later

			48

			Glossary for The Passover Protocols

			Postscript

			Selected Bibliography

			Acknowledgments

			Questions for Book Groups Reading The Passover Protocols

			About the Author

		


		
			APRIL 5

			Ten Days Before Passover

		


		
			1

			The day dawned sunny and hot. In northwest Jerusalem the entire Belzer neighborhood bustled and hummed in anticipation of Passover. Even the secular tourists could feel it. Aproned wives and daughters scrubbed countertops, ovens, refrigerators, microwaves, and cabinets until their fingers were raw and bleeding. Dust devils swirled in the busy streets as the Hasidic residents swept from their homes all hametz, contraband leaven outlawed on this holiday. Less than two weeks until the seder. And there was still so much to do!

			This morning Pinchus Berger arrived especially early at the Belz Great Synagogue. Despite the fact that his beloved wife Gittel Mirrel remained in the rehab hospital recovering from her recent breast cancer surgery, Pinchus still managed to get all eleven children washed and dressed and out the door. He personally took the two youngest to gan, and then walked the two with special needs to their schools. Of course, he couldn’t have done it without the help of the three older girls. And his mother-in-law, Henye Ruchel, who lived with them, was also a great help, if he ignored all her kvetching and unsolicited advice.

			It took Pinchus over two hours to perform his new duties in the large basement room of the shul. Crawling on his hands and knees, he swept with a turkey feather under bookcases and inside cupboards, gathering tiny crumbs in a paper bag to be burnt later together with the feather. With fevered breath, he blew away dust, which sent him into paroxysms of sneezing. Finally he was satisfied that the basement area was absolutely leaven-free. He gulped down a glass of cool tap water to clear his throat from all the grit and cinders of a thousand chain-smokers. Then he headed up the stairs. He needed a cigarette before going to morning minyan.

			As he inhaled the harsh smoke from the unfiltered cigarette, he took a moment to savor his good fortune. This was the first year that he, Pinchus Berger, apprentice watch repairman, had been assigned the holy duty of inspecting the basement matzah factory for any overlooked hametz.

			He inhaled deeply to relish the last bitter tang of nicotine. Watching the tendrils of smoke rise up, his eyes scaled the enormous building that he was proud to call his family’s shul. The Belz Great Synagogue was the biggest synagogue in Israel. Some said, in the whole world.

			The towering square building, its outer walls faced with alternating fluted columns and cavernous arches, immediately called to mind the grand monuments of antiquity, especially the Parthenon and Solomon’s Temple. But this synagogue was not in fact modeled on these ancient architectural wonders. Rather, it drew its inspiration from the original Belz Synagogue built in the Ukraine in 1843 by the first Belzer Rebbe, Sholom Rokeach, which had been maliciously destroyed by the Nazis.

			And as if the synagogue’s external grandeur wasn’t impressive enough, visitors soon discovered that the building’s interior outshone its outer facade. The vast sanctuary seated close to three thousand worshipers. The hand-carved walnut ark, twelve meters high with the capacity to hold up to seventy Torah scrolls, had even made it into the Guinness Book of World Records.

			Yet even the black-hatted regulars who attended daily prayers and celebrated in this magnificent synagogue didn’t know all its secrets. In the spring, as the holiday of Passover approached, one of the basement rooms in the Great Synagogue was quietly turned into a pop-up matzah factory. Each morning a small group of bearded Belzers in black or white coats, many with furry shtreimels perched atop their heads, trooped down to the basement to make the ritually prescribed rounds of baked wheat. Straddling both sides of a long steel table, they took turns rolling out the dough, passing it back and forth until it became large, round, and flat. They then punctured the rounds of dough with small holes, draped them over long poles, and thrust them into a fiery oven. Precisely eighteen minutes later, the matzahs emerged, appropriately kosher for Belzer seders.

			This morning when he first stepped outside the building, Pinchus was immediately blinded by the brilliant April sun. At this early hour few people walked along Binat Yisas’har Street. Most were already at prayer in the many shtieblach located in the lower floors of the synagogue. Had it not been for the scrawny yellow cat that began rubbing against his trouser leg, Pinchus might not have noticed the corpse lying at the base of the wrought-iron gate. As soon as he felt the cat’s matted fur scraping his leg, he backed up against the gate. When he looked down, he saw the body of a young boy. Horrified yet curious, he bent over, looking for signs of foul play.

			He judged the boy to be in his early teens. The body was lying face up, relaxed as though asleep. The boy’s face was ghostly pale, like something hidden from sunlight since birth. There were no signs of violence.

			Definitely not a Belzer Hasid. No yarmulke covering his blonde hair. No corkscrew earlocks bouncing down his cheeks or hooked behind his ears. No tzitzis dangling out of his pants. The boy’s clothes—Western jeans, a light blue tee shirt, and sandals—constituted the standard uniform of young Israeli boys these days.

			And then Pinchus noticed the large gold cross suspended from a golden chain around the boy’s neck. It was not like the crosses Pinchus was used to seeing when he passed Christians on the street or sat across from them on the bus. This one had three horizontal gold bars crossing the vertical—a short one near the top, a longer one in the middle, and then another short one near the bottom of the vertical. The last bar was not parallel to the other two but angled at a slant. And on every surface of the cross were floral designs in bas-relief. What kind of Christian was he, this dead boy? And what was his corpse doing here in front of the Belz Great Synagogue? What had happened to him? And what did it mean for them, for the Belzers, that he’d ended up here?

			Pinchus’s head began to spin. Would a dead body found so close to the synagogue render the holy place tamei, ritually unclean? Would they have to shut down the matzah factory? It was so close to Passover! Had the boy been murdered? By a Palestinian terrorist? Or an antisemite? Or, God forbid, one of their own, a Belzer Hasid?

			Pinchus didn’t know what to do. Should he call the police? Would they completely shut down the synagogue as a crime scene? For how long? Thousands of Belzer Hasidim prayed there several times a day. Many also studied there and celebrated simchas. And what if the police discovered the matzah factory in the basement? Did the shul have a license to operate it?

			Wringing his knobby fingers and moaning to himself, Pinchus swiftly made his way back inside the synagogue to look for help. He found it almost immediately in Izzy, the elderly shammas on duty that morning. As Pinchus finished blurting out his shocking tale, Izzy firmly pressed the distressed man’s shoulder and placed an arthritic finger to his own sharp nose.

			“Not to worry, boychik,” said Izzy. “I will call the police right away and report it. In matters such as these, it’s always best to call upon a lower authority.”

		


		
			2

			Chief Police Inspector Sarit Levine seldom found herself in this part of Jerusalem. Kiryat Belz, the neighborhood where the boy’s body had been found, was part of a string of ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods that ran in a continuous line from the western boundary of Jerusalem all the way to the Jaffa Gate in the Old City. The neighborhoods that made up this outermost end of the string perched on the northern edge of the mountain plateau that undergirded central Jerusalem. The area was densely populated by Belzer Hasidim, many of them newly arrived from the United States.

			Sarit had little patience for Haredi Jews. She regarded them as backwards, embarrassing, a shanda fur die goyim. She was exasperated by their paranoia about the modern world. Their anti-scientific narrow-mindedness in the face of a world-wide pandemic seemed to her not only irrational, but downright criminal. She resented how intolerant they were of secular Israelis like herself. Although she never said so out loud, she was ashamed to call them Jews.

			Soon after turning onto Sorotskin Street, the main thoroughfare of the neighborhood, her Ford Escort braked to a standstill, wedged between double-parked cars on either side. Behind and in front of her, idling cars spewed smoke into the air. Sarit waited only a few minutes, then slammed the Escort into park, threw open the door, and stepped out onto the street.

			On this Sunday, just days before the first seder, the streets were clogged with black-hatted and -coated men and boys dashing off to study and pray, women in wigs and long sleeves—many of the young ones pregnant—shopping or shlepping children, boys and girls gathering separately in tight scrums to gossip or furtively eye one another, and cars honking their way through the hubbub.

			Sarit leaned back inside the car and shouted at Dahlia, who had recently been promoted to sergeant. The young policewoman sat silent in the passenger seat, her slim form rigid with tension.

			“Take over from here!” Sarit shouted at her. “I’ll make more progress on foot. The crime scene’s only a few blocks from here.”

			Without waiting for an answer, Sarit slammed the car door shut and began marching down Sorotskin Street, weaving around the motionless cars, sometimes slamming her fist on someone’s hood, a sign of exasperation or bravado. After walking for ten minutes, she spotted the great stone block of the Belz Great Synagogue looming over the smaller apartment buildings. The enormous edifice dominated the entire neighborhood. She cut down a side street and soon found herself standing outside the synagogue’s iron gates.

			Dr. Avraham Selgundo, the Medical Examiner for the Jerusalem District Police, was already at work, bent over the small corpse. He carefully lifted locks of the boy’s blonde hair, looking for signs of blunt force trauma or lacerations. A few uniforms were already at the crime scene, trying to hold back a frantic throng of Belzer Hasidim. The black-clad men, many with plush shtreimels on their heads, pushed vigorously against the red crime scene tape that encircled the ten square meters marking the police perimeter. Greatly outnumbered, the three policemen, arms outspread as if about to take flight, pushed back. But they were steadily losing ground to the mob. Selgundo paid no attention to the ruckus boiling around him. His focus was singularly fixed on his young victim.

			Slipping under the red tape, Sarit rushed toward the surging mob. Though diminutive in stature, the Chief Inspector possessed a voice as loud as a freight train horn, a natural talent she occasionally augmented with a police whistle. She now used both in quick succession, first blasting the crowd’s ears with the shrill whistle, then bellowing at the jostling congregation of bearded men.

			“Stop at once! This is a crime scene!”

			Contrary to her expectations, her words had little effect. In fact, they seemed to goad the men into greater frenzy. As they pitched forward, the crime scene tape stretched so thin that it threatened to rupture at any moment.

			Sarit urgently motioned to the nearest cop, who raced over to her side. She pointed at his hands, then interlaced her own fingers to form a lattice. Imitating her, he knit his much thicker fingers together and held them out. Without hesitating, Sarit thrust one shiny black shoe into the cradle of the man’s hands, vaulted off the pavement with her other foot, and clambered up to the man’s broad shoulders. Instantly she felt his hands clamp tightly around her ankles.

			She inhaled deeply and blew her whistle again, letting the strident note linger in the air. This time she caught the crowd’s attention. It was not clear whether they were more shocked by seeing a man’s hands gripped around a woman’s bare ankles or by Sarit’s acrobatic agility, but a hush immediately fell over the crowd.

			Sarit straightened her spine and stretched her neck, trying to exaggerate her height. Even though she could feel the policeman’s hands beginning to tremble around her ankles, she showed no fear.

			“That’s better, gentlemen. Now step back and let us do our work.”

			Her voice was gentler than before, but still commanding. Glancing around at the dozens of black-coated men surrounding the small, still body on the ground, she saw fear in their dark eyes. What were they afraid of? Surely none of them would commit such a brutal act in front of their synagogue. Did they know something about this crime? And if they knew something, would they share it with the police? Haredim generally didn’t welcome a police presence in their communities. They obeyed a different code of law.

			“Please, Inspector, I can’t do this much longer.”

			Sarit looked down at the man upon whose shoulders she stood. Sweat soaked his brow. Under his arms, damp half-circles darkened his shirt. His breath was ragged and shallow.

			Sarit beckoned to a second policeman to help her down from her perch. Bending down, she grabbed his upraised hands, then leapt to the cement ground. Several of the Hasidim applauded. She paid no notice.

			She walked over to the small body, which the medical examiner had carefully turned over so that the boy lay face-down. “Okay, Avraham. What have we got here?”

			Selgundo lifted up a clear baggie and held it out. Inside was a large gold pendant and linked chain. When she leaned in closer, Sarit saw that it was a cross. But not the usual kind sold in tourist shops all over the city. This one had three crossbars instead of the usual single one.

			“Russian or Greek Orthodox, I think,” offered Selgundo. “I used to see them in Buenos Aires among the Russian émigrés.”

			“So the boy wasn’t Jewish.”

			“I checked inside his pants. Definitely not a Jew.”

			“ID?”

			Selgundo pointed to a small, dark-red backpack near the body.

			“Mostly school books. A Russian Bible. Pencils and pens. Some notebooks. His name was written inside some of the books. Anastasius Krapovsky. Also an address.”

			“I’ll have Dahlia inform the family. No mobile phone?”

			Selgundo shook his head.

			“Any idea about cause of death?”

			“You’re not going to like this,” Selgundo said. He lowered his voice so that Sarit had to strain to hear his words. “In fact, I’ve never seen this in all my years as an ME. Though, of course, I have heard about it.”

			“What?” Sarit barked at him. She hated when he played guessing games with her.

			“His body is completely drained of blood. Every drop. See the ghostly pallor of his skin? But at least I can attest that it was done post-mortem. I would guess that he was killed quickly by asphyxiation.” With both hands he gently turned the boy’s head to the side and pried open one of his eyes with his two fingers. “Note the petechiae, the burst blood vessels. Unmistakable sign of strangulation. No neck lacerations, so they probably put a plastic bag over his head.”

			Sarit shuddered involuntarily. She was usually not squeamish, but the boy was so young, with such delicate features.

			“I’ll know more when I do the post at Abu Kabir. I’m not sure how they did the exsanguination. As I said, I’ve never personally come across such a case.”

			“Why go to such lengths? Once the boy was dead, why the need to get rid of all his blood?”

			Selgundo dropped his voice to a whisper.

			“You must know the myth behind this kind of ritual murder.”

			“What Jew doesn’t? The everlasting lie that Jews need the blood of a Christian child to make matzahs.”

			Selgundo sidled up even closer to Sarit, his mouth hovering inches from her ear.

			“My grandfather told me about something like this that happened back in Russia when he was a child. In 1913 a Jew named Mendel Beilis was accused of committing this kind of ritual murder. He was acquitted at trial, but the affair shook the whole Jewish community. Many Jews left Russia after that. That’s when my grandparents moved to Argentina.”

			Sarit saw the dread contorting the medical examiner’s face.

			“It’s been going on for centuries,” continued Selgundo, “mostly in Europe, though I’ve heard of some cases in Arab countries too. It usually occurred around Passover, when Christians were riled up, usually by their priests, to hold the Jews accountable for the death of their Lord. Hooligans would murder a Christian child, drain his blood, and throw his bloodless corpse on the local rabbi’s doorstep. Nine times out of ten, a pogrom would follow, with Jews being murdered and burned out of their homes. That’s why that rabbi in Prague created the Golem several centuries ago, a superman made out of mud, to protect his Jews from an antisemitic blood libel and pogrom. Or at least, that’s what the legend claims.”

			The crowd was again growing restless. Wanting answers. Wanting the police to go away and let them return to their prayers and books.

			Sarit tilted her head toward the crowd.

			“Not a word about this blood libel thing to any of them. In fact, not a word about it to anyone, especially not to the press.”

			Selgundo nodded. Sarit turned to leave. Selgundo grabbed hold of her shoulder.

			“There’s one more thing. I found this in the boy’s pocket.”

			Sarit took the doubly folded piece of paper from the medical examiner’s outstretched hand. When she unfolded it, she gasped.

			The page contained a single image, no doubt scanned from the internet. It showed a bearded young man, dressed in nondescript gray clothes. He was obviously Jewish since he sported earlocks and a bright blue yarmulke. In his hands he held a large red container resembling a gasoline canister, tipped up so he could drink from its spout. On the container, in all caps, were the words, “Goyim Blood.”

			After decades as a police officer, not much shocked Sarit Levine. But this image hit her squarely in the gut. It was obviously connected to the myth of blood libel that Selgundo had just elaborated on. Whoever created this meme was so ignorant about Judaism that he didn’t even know that the word should have been an adjective, “goyish” blood, not the noun form, “goyim.” Sarit drew in a deep breath. How could she be thinking about Yiddish grammar? She now understood for the first time why some relatives of murder victims became preoccupied with these kinds of trivial matters in the face of a loved one’s murder. Some information was so disturbing that the mind temporarily had to escape from reality.

			Sarit took a picture of the drawing with her phone and forwarded it to the Diaspora Ministry for identification. She placed the original paper in an evidence bag to bring to Police Headquarters.

			Pivoting on her heels, she swept her eyes in a 360-degree circle. For the first time she noticed that the crowd was segregated by gender. Behind three sides of the taped-off perimeter, the onlookers were all men. Women and girls crowded together on the fourth side. Small gaps were left where the two groups might accidentally make contact. Sarit was certain that the police hadn’t arranged for this separation. Another reason why she hated dealing with these people.

			Though no one ever talked about it, the reality was that everyone in the criminal justice system had personal preferences when it came to which cases they wanted to work. Sarit liked the crimes she investigated to be “normal.” The kinds of murders motivated by the usual motives of greed or jealousy or vengeance. Domestic disputes. Thefts of electronics or cash or jewelry. White collar embezzlement or fraud. Bar fights and DUIs. Rarely was there anything political about these crimes. The police went in, collected evidence, did some background checks, and nabbed the perpetrators. Gamarnu. Case closed.

			But bizarre cases like this one, with root causes going back centuries and potential consequences that could easily escalate into international news, these were the kinds of investigations Sarit dreaded. Despite what Selgundo said, she was not jumping to the conclusion that this murder was motivated by some ancient esoteric antisemitic myth. For her, it was always Occam’s Razor first. The simplest explanation, the most immediate solution. Follow the evidence. Good, old-fashioned police work. She was betting on payback as the motive in this case.

			Let others waste their time chasing ghosts.

		


		
			3

			Sarit slipped into the passenger seat of the black Ford Escort, leaned to the left, and banged on the steering wheel to honk the horn. What was taking Dahlia so long?

			Moments later, the tall, willowy sergeant came running and slid into the driver’s seat. As always, Sarit’s eyes went directly to the small silver nose ring in the policewoman’s right nostril. Technically, Dahlia was in violation of the departmental dress code, but Sarit had decided to let it go. In all other ways, Dahlia was proving to be the best assistant she’d ever had. Methodical, professional, loyal to a fault, a workhorse. So what if she wanted to look like a gypsy?

			“Back to headquarters, Dahlia! We’ve got a ton of paperwork to do, and a lot of questions to answer. The press will be on this like ants on hummus.”

			Dahlia turned the key in the ignition and pulled the car into the pedestrian-clogged street. By now, twice as many Passover shoppers had spilled into Sorotskin Street, and traffic had slowed to a crawl. Dahlia, who had only gotten her driver’s license six months ago after being promoted to Sarit’s detail as a sergeant, cautiously made her way through the thick throng, waiting patiently as small children detached from their mothers’ hands and ran off, their older siblings chasing behind them until they were lassoed back into line. It took them almost five minutes to advance to the corner.

			“At this rate, it’ll be Shavuot by the time we get to headquarters,” grumbled Sarit. “Use a little muscle, Dahlia!”

			Gingerly, Dahlia pressed the horn, which bleated sheepishly. None of the pedestrians paid any attention but continued their slow advance down the middle of the street. Sarit glared at Dahlia. The sergeant gave a more vigorous toot of the horn, causing a few of the dark-clad men and women to scatter to the sidewalks on either side. The Escort picked up speed but still moved at a snail’s pace.

			Sarit ran her slender fingers through her sandy hair, then pulled her ponytail tighter in its scrunchie. Her dark brown eyes gazed through the windshield, slightly out of focus.

			“Nu, Dahlia, so what do we have here? An ordinary homicide? A domestic dispute with a kid caught in the middle? Some kind of feud among Russian Orthodox factions?”

			Should she mention the exsanguination? Walls, even those in police departments, have ears. But Dahlia was her personal assistant, her number two. If she couldn’t trust her, who could she trust?

			As usual, Sarit was thinking aloud. Dahlia had learned not to interfere in this process unless specifically asked. Sarit was a quick, aggressive problem-solver, usually looking for the most straightforward explanation of a crime and then pursuing the investigation like a dog locked onto a scent. She didn’t much appreciate creative thinking, especially by subordinates. So Dahlia kept her eyes glued to the road and just listened.

			“Okay, let’s cross off the least likely explanation. A hit by the Russian mob. Why would they go after a kid? Of course, it could be a revenge killing but why dump the body in such a public place? Not the mob’s usual MO. They’d want to deliver their message directly and unambiguously.”

			Sarit’s eyes were focused on the road, not on Dahlia’s response, so she gave none. She’d discovered that if she interrupted her boss too soon with a nod or a shake of the head, she’d usually pay a price for second-guessing. Best to focus on driving and let Sarit ramble on until she reached her favorite theory of the crime. Or much more rarely, solicited Dahlia’s opinion.

			“What about the Russian Orthodox Church? They’ve been known to resort to some pretty brutal tactics when threatened by one faction or another, but I can’t think of a single case when a child was involved. Well, maybe some cases of sexual abuse of minors. But murder is a quantum leap from that. Watch out!”

			Sarit grabbed the wheel and spun it hard left, so that the Escort just missed hitting an old woman pushing a rickety cart down the street. The metal cart was filled to the top with vegetables in string bags, bulging paper shopping bags, several large bottles of seltzer, and a cardboard box filled with cleaning supplies. Even at a distance, the two policewomen could see that the old woman wore bulky hearing aids clinging to the outside of her sagging lobes. She squinted through thick glasses, which balanced on the end of her prominent nose. It was unlikely she could hear or see much of anything.

			Dahlia carefully navigated around the old woman and continued on her way, slowing her speed back down to a crawl. But under Sarit’s laser glare, she pressed gently on the gas pedal and moved the speedometer up to twenty kilometers per hour.

			“You’ve got to learn to be assertive without being aggressive.” Sarit chuckled to herself at this pronouncement. She herself was a menace on the road, pushing her way through traffic like a riled bull and scattering pedestrians in her path when she was in a hurry. It would take Dahlia quite some time to overcome her natural cautiousness, but Sarit would see to it that she did. Or she’d choose another driver.

			“Okay, where were we? Theory number three. Could the murder stem from a domestic dispute? Selgundo found no evidence of bruising or any other signs of abuse on the boy’s body.” She paused. They were just passing Binyanei Ha’Uma, Israel’s International Conventional Hall. There was a substantial crowd mulling around the building’s entrance, decorated with an array of colorful flags.

			The car abruptly came to a stop. Sarit looked away from the Convention Center and noticed that there was a knot of people standing in the middle of Route 50. Two cars had just collided. The drivers were standing nose to nose yelling at each other, their arms gesticulating wildly in the air. A number of onlookers had joined the fracas, swinging their arms along with the drivers.

			Sarit leaned over and began banging on the horn until the agitated crowd in the street looked in their direction. She reached down under her seat, grabbed the blue flasher light, and plunked it on the roof of the Escort. It immediately began revolving like a lighthouse beacon. The human knot unraveled quickly, making room for the Escort to pass.

			Sarit harrumphed with a satisfied sigh and continued her speculations.

			“So, that leaves a personal vendetta. Or some psychopath getting his kicks. I admit that it’s rare to have a child victim, but you never know these days. Some criminals are not very discriminating.”

			Dahlia cleared her throat. It was obvious to Sarit that the young sergeant wanted to say something, but she was too timorous. She had to learn to speak up, to take risks, even to contradict her boss. Otherwise she’d never get anywhere in the police hierarchy.

			“Spit it out, Ravinovitch!”

			Dahlia’s cheeks blushed red. For a split second she took her eyes off the road to look over at Sarit.

			“What about the blood? Why would a hit man or even a psychopath drain the boy’s blood after killing him? Could it be some sort of occult ritual? Dare I say, a blood libel?”

			Sarit chuckled. This was more like it. Going out on a limb. Sticking her neck out. Maybe the young sergeant wasn’t such a wimp after all.

			“Okay, let’s consider that. Let’s say it’s a blood libel. But then why dump the body in front of a popular tourist site? Why attract attention to the killing?”

			The Escort slowed down again. But this time there was no obstruction in the road. Sarit looked around and noted that they were passing the Jerusalem Botanical Gardens, one of the crown jewels of the Jerusalem landscape. Lush vegetation blanketed the Gardens’ spacious grounds. Flowers bloomed in a riot of colors. Sarit lowered her window and breathed in the dizzying fragrances. She didn’t fault Dahlia for taking her time passing this place. Amid the pollution and frenzy of the city, the Gardens were an oasis of calm and beauty.

			“Maybe we’re looking at a cult murder,” said Dahlia, after they regained their speed and headed toward the neighborhood of Rehavia, where Police Headquarters was located. “Blood is often part of the rites these cults practice.”

			“Interesting thought, though rather improbable. My money’s on a personal vendetta. But why don’t you follow it up when we get back to the office, see what you can find. Jerusalem is filled with crazies these days. Maybe one of them is into draining blood.”

			Sarit laughed. She would never get used to the religious fanaticism that this city attracted. Every time she thought she’d encountered the most outrageous religious practice she’d ever heard of, an even more bizarre one would pop up. Jerusalem seemed to have the most fertile soil in the world for growing alien weeds.

			“What about the blood libel thing? I overheard Doctor Selgundo mention it as a possible motive.”

			“You can’t pay too much attention to Avraham,” said Sarit. She shook her ponytail and yawned. “He’s full of theories that he picked up back in South America. Given a choice between the exotic and the obvious, he always reaches for the moon. That’s why he and Maya Rimon are such good buddies. They like to make up outrageous stories about their stiffs. Makes boring police work seem more exciting.”

			Dahlia opened her mouth to respond but then clamped it shut. She knew better than to contest Sarit’s assessment of the situation. Whenever her boss brought up Maya Rimon, it was time to back off with her own ideas. For Sarit Levine, Agent Rimon’s ideas marked a boundary that no one dared cross in the Chief Inspector’s presence. So Dahlia’s best move at the moment was to retreat back into her customary diffidence.

			Hunched over the wheel, Dahlia gave the gas pedal a tap, and turned onto Gaza Street.

		


		
			4

			It was almost eleven o’clock when Maya rushed through the double doors of Service Headquarters. Vered had kept her up all night with nightmares. Maya suspected that the nightmares were a result of her daughter’s recent visit with Rafi in prison, where he was serving out a sentence for securities fraud. Whenever Vered went to see her father, he filled her head with all sorts of frightening scenarios. He was forever scaring her with suggestions that her mother was doomed to die any day in the line of duty. Maya had protested about this to their case worker, Penina Yarom, but Penina always seemed to second her ex-husband’s fears.

			She’d just sat down at her desk when the landline jangled.

			“Come to my office. Now.”

			Her boss, Roni Qattawi, could never be bothered with the normal pleasantries of human conversation. Not even a “Hello” or “How are you?” He was like an ill-trained dog. Only knew how to bark and bite.

			She made her way quickly to Roni’s office at the other end of Service Headquarters’ open-plan first floor, passing by her friend Masha’s cubicle with a shrug and upraised eyebrows to which Masha responded with crossed fingers. She noted that her partner had recently redone her nails in blue and yellow stripes, undoubtedly in sympathy with Ukraine.

			As usual Maya didn’t knock before entering Roni’s office. She knew it annoyed the hell out of him, which was precisely why she did it. Their relationship had deteriorated badly in the last few months. Roni’s drinking, sometimes even before lunch, was making him sloppy and irritable. Every time Maya considered reporting him to IA, he would find a new way to bully her into silence, threatening to call her case worker and report Maya’s recklessness during assignments. Rafi was getting out of prison in a few months, his five-year sentence shortened for “good behavior,” and he and his lawyer brother planned to increase the pressure on the court to award Rafi full custody. Maya dreaded that day in court.

			“Listen, Rimon,” said Roni, not looking up from the newspaper he was reading at his desk. Roni was the only one in the entire office who still read print media instead of accessing his news online. He spent hours poring over three Israeli dailies, not that it made him better at making prudent decisions.

			“I’ve got a new assignment for you,” Roni said. “Should tickle your conspiratorial funny bone. Antisemitic extremists. From America, no less.”

			He chuckled. Maya could smell the whiskey on his breath. It mingled with the stale smoke of countless cigarettes, making the windowless office reek.

			“Go on.”

			“Yesterday security cameras at Ben Gurion Airport picked up the arrival of three suspicious travelers. One of them has been on our radar for some time, thanks to our friends across the pond. Erik Schaeffer. A member of an American white supremacist group called the Aryan Vanguard. Unfortunately the video images are not very clear. This guy is very clever at avoiding cameras. We suspect the group has ties to several European neo-Nazi groups. Don’t know the identities of the other two people with Schaeffer. Seem to be a couple.”

			“And this is a priority for us because…?”

			Roni’s small eyes, black like chips of charred wood, narrowed.

			“Oh, it’s not.”

			He laughed, releasing a thin drool of spittle out of one corner of his thin lips. He pinched a cigarette out of his shirt pocket, thumbnailed a match, and lit one unfiltered end. Then he drew in a lungful of smoke and blew it out with pursed lips.

			“Why don’t we just let Mossad take care of this?” said Maya. “It’s in their bailiwick.”

			“Are you refusing this assignment, Rimon?”

			Maya now spotted one of the Egyptian intelligence agent’s most common “tells”—Roni began rubbing the large diamond-shaped port-wine stain on his left cheek as though trying to wipe it off his skin. He repeated the gesture several times before becoming aware of what he was doing. Peevishly he spit out the butt of his cigarette and immediately lit up another. What was making him so nervous about this conversation? Had someone finally reported his on-the-job drinking to the higher-ups? Was it something about this particular assignment that had him worried? Maya couldn’t ask directly but she should keep her eyes open. Maybe she’d finally find a way to trip him up. It was getting harder and harder to focus on her work with Roni’s baleful shadow always hovering behind her.

			Roni had to repeat Maya’s name twice to recapture her attention. Her head snapped up. Her green-gold eyes focused intently on his.

			“Your assignment is to find out why they’re here. What are they planning—and when? Who are their contacts in Israel? We need to stop them before they carry out whatever mischief they’re planning. Got that? No conspiracy theories. Just get the information and report back to me.”

			“Is Sarit involved in this investigation?” Maya asked. “Is she going to cooperate with us, or will she do her usual ‘stay off my turf’ routine?”

			Roni giggled. Maya was sure that the higher octave of his voice was triggered by alcohol.

			“You two are like riled cocks in a ring,” Roni said, “clawing at each other until you draw blood. Why not take a page from Arik Ophir and me? We know how to cop…cooperate.”

			“I’ll keep you posted.”

			Maya turned her back on him and marched out of the office, grateful that the bracing spring air, whipped around by an array of ceiling fans, was swiftly clearing away the smoke and dust from the vast room.

		


		
			5

			Back in her office, Maya sank down in the chair behind her large steel desk and reached for her chin with the index finger of her right hand. She was completely unaware that she was doing it, just as Roni had been unconscious of his tell. She was excited by her new assignment but also anxious. More often than not, Roni gave her assignments that were meant to frustrate her or to send her off on hapless adventures that caused others to question her judgment. She’d been lucky so far that she’d managed to solve some of these impossible cases—to thwart the bomb threat to the Temple Mount and to stop a serial murderer from killing off a prominent Ethiopian Jewish family. But no one rides a lucky streak forever. She was bound to stumble sooner or later, and then Roni would get his wish. He would force her out of the agency.

			The soft pad of her finger found what it was seeking: a stiff bristle on the right side of her chin. The sensitive nerves in her fingertip felt a tingle as they touched the stiff hair. And when she plucked at it with her thumb and middle finger, her nails clipped short to give her greater purchase, she felt a gentle electric shock as the hair’s root struggled to snap free of her skin. It took three yanks before she managed to dislodge the bristle. She rubbed it gently along her soft underlip, feeling a different kind of prickle. Then she held it up to the ceiling light to examine it. It was too dark to see against the steel gray of her desk, so she held it against the pale green of the wall. Like most of the hairs she pulled, this one was coal black, no more than six millimeters in length and thin as a blade of grass. Yet these measly stalks managed to nag at her enough to draw her fingers repeatedly to her chin, leaving the skin inflamed and pitted.
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