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This is for Beth, Nancy and Sammy:
the first because I love her,
the second because we both love her,
and the third because he bites me.





ONE


‘Have you not seen
how your Lord dealt with Ad,
at Iram of the Pillars, the like of which had not been created in any land?’


Qur’an 87:7


‘Then ye shall appoint you
cities to be cities of refuge for you;
that the slayer may flee thither …’


Numbers 35:11
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Cambridge, 198–


A low grey mist lingered on the fringes of the river and hovered about the balustrade of the humped and pillared bridge. It clung to him with an air of faint menace as he approached the tall iron gates that lead to Butt Close and the eastern court of Clare College, where it huddles discreetly between Trinity Hall and King’s. His feet crunched the cold grey stones of the gravel path beneath him, and he shivered again as the cold November air wrapped him in its damp embrace. To his right, beyond the river and above the mist, the great west window of King’s Chapel hung in its frame of ancient stone, catching and transmuting in its coloured panes the light of the sinking sun. Seen from the other side, the window would be a blaze of blue and gold light, the rays of the sun bent and torn and shaken like pools of translucent ink across the pale limestone slabs that stretch to the foot of the heavy west door.


He walked on and the walls of Clare blocked out the view, reduced his horizon to the confines of the tiny court. Lights had already flickered on in silent rooms all around him. As evening closed and the shadows darkened, the stillness, the confident intimacy of College life, asserted itself as it had always done against the coming of the night. It was a moment few visitors ever saw, the quiet assumption of its unquestioned privileges that academic Cambridge reserved for itself through the frozen nights of its long winter when the wind came off the Fens and the river turned to ice.


John Gates felt cold and stupid and alone in that comfortable world of twinkling lights and softly shifting fires. He had arrived in Cambridge four years earlier when he was twenty-one, the print still damp on his first-class degree in Archaeology from Manchester, acutely conscious of his provincialism and his lack of academic experience, unloved, unresolved, uncertain of the future. Within his first term at King’s, he had found love, and it had, in a measure, reconciled him to whatever it was had first dismayed him about life. Louise had stayed, had endured him longer than anyone had ever done, had lived through his brooding uncertainties, brought out warmth from his sterile and bookish interior, and in the end departed as her own doubts, fomented by him, had grown. That had been almost a year ago. Since then he had travelled furiously and written the last chapter of his doctoral dissertation in a haze of regret, filled with a brooding sense of pointlessness. His parents could not help, he had no close friends, his world was empty except for his books and his research.


He looked back and shivered. Behind him, shadows clung to the walls, empty and fading with the light. Ghosts? Christmas past and Christmas present and Christmas yet to come. It would be Christmas soon and white snow would fall and cover the lawns and courts and pathways. All the ghosts of Cambridge would assemble in the streets to gaze at the lighted windows and listen to carols sung by candlelight. Generation upon generation of ghosts, a succession of men and women who had taken their day in the groves of academe and gone, the taste of cream teas still lingering on their tongues, the frost of a May Ball morning still rimed upon their long dead hair. This year he would join them, a disembodied presence drifting silently past the festivities of the living.


His thoughts over two thousand miles away among the ruins of a vanished empire, he walked on past Clare porter’s lodge and out beneath the low archway of the main gate down to Trinity Lane, where it runs behind the Old Schools. There he turned sharply right to pass a moment later through the little gate that gives onto the west end of King’s Chapel. Behind him, a don on an ancient bicycle rolled merrily out of Senate House Passage as he had done every evening for the past fifty years. Shifting his small pile of books and files from his left hand to his right, John skirted the back of the chapel and turned into the opening between it and the grey flank of the Gibb’s Building. As he came level with the south door, the silence faltered and gave way before the muffled susurration of the choir within, their voices held tightly by the bindings of the heavy stone. He looked at his watch. It was almost four o’clock – choir practice had started about ten minutes ago. They would be rehearsing for the Advent carol service on Sunday, only a few days away now.


The small iron gate to the chapel porch was locked against visitors until 5.15, when it would be opened for choral evensong. Suddenly, without knowing why, he vaulted it and pushed open the lower part of the door that led into the chapel proper. The vast and hollow nave into which he stepped was in darkness, the wide fan-vaulting above his head almost indiscernible in the dimness. But to his right candles flickered in the choir, their flames and shadows bobbing gently as if in time to the music. For a moment there was silence in which echoes hovered, then the voices rose into the stillness carrying another tune. He recognized it at once: Ravenscroft’s setting of the sixteenth-century carol, ‘Remember, O thou man’. He stood and looked at the decorated pillars rising to the dim ceiling and thought of Christmas.




Remember, O thou man,


O thou man, O thou man,


Remember, O thou man,


Thy time is spent.





This evening his oral examination would take place. His fate would be decided. Until today, he had been confident, but now, this evening, here in the melancholy darkness of the old chapel, he was no longer certain of his own merit or the value of the work he had done during the past four years. It seemed to him as he stood there, the music drifting to him across the vaulted space of the nave, that when Sunday came he might not be among those at the carol service, that his life in Cambridge might have come to an abrupt end. And if that happened, what else was there?


He went back out into the night, vaulted the little gate once more, and set off towards his supervisor’s room in Bodley’s Building down near the river. Dr Greatbatch had told him to call round about four to have sherry with him and the two examiners before settling down to the more arduous task of grilling him on his thesis. Here in Cambridge, torture was civilized. The lamps had gone on round the front court, and already townspeople were beginning to pass through the gate on King’s Parade to cut through the college on their way home. Footsteps rang out on the icy pathways. The door of the Wilkins’ Building opened and closed as students rushed in and out of the common room. He felt like a ghost walking past, unnoticed, indistinct, his thin frame little more than a shadow, hugging his thesis to his chest like an amulet, as if to ward off some impending evil.


At Bodley’s, he hurried up the stairs of ‘Y’ staircase to Greatbatch’s rooms on the third floor. Greatbatch was an odd character: a College Fellow for some twenty years, he had been married briefly – so it was rumoured – and then suffered some curious tragedy, following which he had moved into these rooms, where he had lived ever since. Morose at times, frequently introspective and touchy, Gates had found in him a much-needed friend and mentor. He had interfered little in Gates’s work, but his long conversations, rambling on as often as not until midnight or beyond, had subtly guided him and tuned him to the nuances of his field. Greatbatch’s Arabic was extraordinary for a man who had never once set foot in the East, his knowledge of South Arabian archaeological sites astonishing for one who had never been on a dig or wielded a trowel. Greatbatch lived in and through other men’s explorations, other men’s books. But from them he extracted things that those with the direct experience had failed to observe, made correlations they were incapable of making. Without them, Gates felt he would have remained little more than a competent but plodding scholar, but from him he had imbibed enthusiasm and imagination so that even dry texts had charmed him and the dust of a routine dig acquired a patina of life.


He opened the outer door, then the baize partition, and knocked briefly on the inner door. It was opened immediately by Greatbatch, tall, lunatic, dishevelled, every inch the donnish figure of ripe eccentricity that jaded schoolmasters and aspiring undergraduate girls dream of in the long summer months before term begins. The gaunt man looked at Gates quizzically, almost adoringly, then raised an eyebrow and drew him in.


‘John,’ he whispered, as if they indulged a secret together, ‘hurry on in. It must be freezing out there. I’ve had to turn my fire up once already, it’s going to get stuffy.’


Gates slipped inside and shut the door carefully behind him. The sudden warmth of the room gathered about him in a moment of flushed selfconsciousness as he caught sight of two men by the far windows turning to glance at him. Before he had a chance to recover, Greatbatch had him by the arm and was steering him at breakneck speed in the direction of the two strangers, one a dark-haired man of about thirty-five, the other aged and white-haired and, Gates thought, oddly familiar.


‘John, let me introduce you to your examiners,’ Greatbatch said. With his right hand, he gestured towards the old man. ‘You will, of course, know by reputation Professor Paul Haushofer. He arrived from Heidelberg this afternoon, and I’ve persuaded him to stay at least until the carols on Sunday.’


The old man look ill, his face pale and strained and his frame sagging within clothes that seemed several sizes too large for him. As he reached his hand in his direction, John had difficulty connecting the face, with its huge, staring eyes, to the photographs he had seen. Haushofer must have aged rapidly, John thought, to have changed so much. The thought went through his mind that the old man was dying. Yet the hand that took his was firm, and the eyes that met and probed his were clear and filled with energy.


‘Well,’ said the old man, his voice weak but distinct. ‘I am privileged to meet you at last, Mr Gates. The illustrious Dr Greatbatch here has told me much about you. And now I have read your thesis. Such an impressive piece of work. I have told several colleagues about it. You make me jealous.’


Gates’s head spun. He had not expected this. Of all the men to choose to examine his thesis, Greatbatch had gone to Haushofer! Was Greatbatch mad after all? John smiled and frowned simultaneously and clutched the old man’s hand. What a fool he felt, to come here among these people, with his pretensions and his raw ambitions. He felt Greatbatch’s hand on his arm again and turned to greet the younger man.


‘John,’ Greatbatch said, ‘you know Peter Micklejohn, but I don’t think you’ve actually seen a lot of each other, have you?’


John shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, ‘Dr Micklejohn was on sabbatical the year I arrived, then I was away on field trips, and we never met except at occasional sherry parties.’


Micklejohn chuckled. He was a short, thick man with an enormous beard like a small shrub. His friends called him ‘The Gnome’, his detractors ‘The Cro-Magnon’.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘maybe there’ll be a chance to rectify that after all this nonsense is over. I’m going out to Buraimi this vacation, and I’d like your opinion on something before I leave. There’s plenty of time. We’ll fix up something later this evening.’


Detecting a pause, Greatbatch swooped.


‘You’ll have a sherry, John, won’t you? ’Course you will. Before we get down to the serious business.’ He said it with a smile, but it did little to cheer John up. Get him drunk first, that was the idea.


Without waiting for John’s reply, the don swept off to the side table where he kept his Persian decanter with the portrait of Nasir al-Din Shah and half a dozen antique sherry glasses. Gates smiled nervously and sighed inwardly. In four years he had never plucked up the courage to tell anyone, least of all the insistent Greatbatch, that he really hated sherry, or at least the uncompromisingly dry variety served up in so many College combination rooms.


Glasses in hand, the four men seated themselves around Greatbatch’s dining table. The highly polished wood caught and held fast the soft glow of the yellow wall-lights; the reflection seemed to lie deep beneath the surface of the wood, in another world, contiguous to yet curiously remote from the world in which they sat, four modern European men whose lives and thoughts were hostage to another age and another part of the globe. On the table in front of them, they arranged four copies of Gates’s thesis, together with the notes and papers they required for the evening’s work. Greatbatch muttered a few words by way of introduction to the business at hand, then turned the meeting over to Haushofer. The old man gazed at the table, then lifted his eyes and looked at John.


‘Mr Gates,’ he began, ‘I told you when we were introduced that I had found your thesis impressive. That was not mere flattery. I have neither the need nor the wish to flatter. What I said was true, I was impressed.’ He paused for a moment, breathing deeply. ‘I’m an old man,’ he went on, ‘and quite recently I’ve become very ill. You see how I am becoming wasted. I shall be dead soon, perhaps even before Christmas.’


The room hushed around him. He continued.


‘But I’m not worried about that. It has to happen, doesn’t it? Still, I’m glad I’ve read your thesis. You have promise, Mr Gates, you’ll go far. It is good to think I shall be leaving scholarship in hands such as yours. It makes it easier.


‘Now, there really are some very remarkable things in this piece of work. You have made some interesting discoveries and put forward some extremely provocative theories. I don’t agree with all of them, of course, but I find them well argued. And there is one discovery that is truly exciting, if it leads to what you hope – I’m sure you know what I’m referring to. Well, before we discuss that, I think we should look at more routine matters. Let me see. Yes, on page fifteen you mention the problem of late Kassite ware in the Umm al-Nar tombs at Abu Dhabi …’


So it began.


In the warm room, lulled by soft voices and shadows that dipped and swayed around him, John Gates saw his future being born, his life shaped and patterned for him in the space of an evening. He knew now that he would be given his doctorate, encouraged perhaps to apply for a fellowship, helped to find funding, enabled to make the discovery that he was certain lay in wait for him, if only he could take men and equipment and dig for it. If digging was even necessary. And he knew his name would become synonymous with that discovery, like Schliemann and Troy, Woolley and Ur. He would be more than a mere weaver of theories about the past, more than a plunderer in dark ruins: he would bring part of the past to life again.


A clock ticked tidily on the wall by the fireplace. The gas hissed as the fire glowed cheerily into the old, comfortable room. It only wanted to snow outside, white flakes to fall across the river and lie on the lawns, for all to be perfect. The questions and the long, detailed explanations that followed hardly mattered. What mattered was the stillness, the sense of belonging, the simple security. John wished the evening would never end, that darkness could lie endlessly over Cambridge and the world so that he might sit like this, watching the lights shine on surfaces of polished wood about the room for ever.


No-one noticed the door as it opened silently inwards. It is a College custom to leave rooms unlocked when the occupant is at home. People often call. There was a soft sound as the door swung back again. A man stood there, indistinct in the gloom, his face masked by a long shadow that ran across the doorway. Greatbatch lifted his head, squinting in the direction of the door.


‘Yes,’ he called, ‘who is it? Is it Jonathan? Look, I’m afraid I can’t see you at the moment, Jonathan; we’re in the middle of a viva, and I don’t expect we’ll finish for an hour or two. We might be in time for hall, so perhaps I’ll see you there.’


The man by the door said nothing. Then he stepped out of the shadows. It was not Jonathan. It was not anyone from ‘Y’ staircase. He was a young man, but old in the way he stood, in his facial expression. It was a serious face, remote, more a shield than a border with the world. The skin was pale, almost like alabaster. He reminded Greatbatch of a South Arabian statuette, a pale alabaster god. He was above average height and slender, but well-built, not thin or weak. His eyes observed everything, revealed nothing. He was dressed in pale colours, as if to match his skin. It made the resemblance to a doll all the more complete. A light-coloured trenchcoat hung unbuttoned to reveal the pale suit and shirt underneath. He was not dressed well for winter; but in spite of his pale skin, he showed no signs of cold. He carried a large briefcase in his left hand.


Greatbatch rose, his hand on the back of the chair, an odd sensation taking hold of him. It felt like fear, but he knew no reason for such an emotion.


‘Look here,’ he said, ‘you really can’t just come into someone’s room like this. Perhaps it’s someone else you want to see. As you can tell, we’re very busy right now. You’d be better off at the porter’s lodge.’ But, of course, the man would not want to walk all the way back to the front of College.


By now everyone had turned to stare at the intruder. He could see their round, surprised faces bent towards him, their eyes curious, impatient at interruption. He put his briefcase on the floor. It was black and seemed heavy, as if it contained documents of great importance.


Greatbatch was on his feet now, approaching the man, the beginnings of anger taking him.


‘I’m sorry, you’ll have to leave,’ he said. Perhaps the man was a foreigner, an out-of-season tourist without English, sheltering from unaccustomed frost. ‘If you need directions,’ he said deliberately, ‘the porter will be pleased to help you.’ He did not like the look of the man. There was something about the eyes, a sneering sort of look, almost icy, like a cat that has taken a dislike to you. And the way he just stared, standing there, saying nothing. It was unsettling.


The man slowly peeled off the tight leather glove from his right hand and slipped the hand inside his jacket. When he drew it out again, he held a pistol, a long, black affair tipped with a matt black silencer. Greatbatch stared in disbelief as the gunman raised his heavy, ridiculous weapon in two hands and levelled it at his head. It seemed like a stunt, but it was a long way from rag day. Behind him, Greatbatch’s three colleagues stared in amazement. Micklejohn stood, pushing back his chair in a decisive manner. ‘An armed robbery,’ thought Greatbatch, unable to believe the enormity of what was happening. The police would have to be informed, College security tightened at once.


The man’s finger moved gently on the trigger of the gun, easing it back effortlessly in a practised motion. There was a low noise and blood rushed out of the back of Greatbatch’s head. The gun recoiled slightly as the killer lifted it up and away from his target. The hole in Greatbatch’s forehead reddened. His eyes stared in a last seizure of horror and disbelief. He made no sound as his legs buckled under him and he fell lifeless to the carpeted floor, staining it.


In John Gates’s head, irrelevant, insistent, the words of the carol began to echo:


Remember, O thou man.


It was a nightmare. A wordless killer, Greatbatch shot in his sanctuary, death in the room. Micklejohn made towards the man, uncertain how to proceed, nervous of the gun, but frightened and angry.


‘What the hell’s going on!?’ he shouted. It sounded weak and silly, the sort of thing people say in amateur dramatics. But what do you say to a man who has just shot your friend in cold blood? Who still holds a gun in a hand that is not even shaking.


There was no time to think. The man raised his gun a second time and aimed at Micklejohn. The bearded man shouted out, something incoherent, something final. There was no time for words. The gun popped obscenely and the bullet took him fully between the eyes, just where his nose had joined his forehead. It passed directly through his brain and sped out again, diminished by the impact with bone. Micklejohn fell like a tree.


O thou man, O thou man.


Still unsmiling, showing no emotions of either joy or sadness, the man went about his task. He pointed the gun at Haushofer. A wisp of blue smoke escaped from the end of the silencer. The old man sat very still, knowing he was about to die, not understanding why. He had understood the cancer, even accepted it, but not this. The pale finger caressed the trigger once again and a bullet smashed through the German’s skull. Blood washing his white hair crimson, he slumped forward across the table.


Remember, O thou man.


John Gates struggled to put his thoughts in order, to think of a means of escape. This could not be happening, there was no reason, no logic, no motive. A moment ago, he had seen his future stretch before him, a long vista of research and discovery. And now madness threatened to take that away with the casual movement of a gunman’s finger. The blood rushed through his head. He felt sick and he wanted to cry. He tried to speak.


‘I …’ he said, but he could not say more. The words stuck in his throat. Was not that simple declaration of personal existence enough? What more could anyone say in the face of death?


The man faced him and smiled. It was a strange smile, cold yet somehow understanding. Surely it indicated hope. Why did the man not speak? It occurred to John that perhaps he was dumb, chosen for that reason to be another man’s secret killer. He wondered if all killers were dumb, if perpetual silence was a qualification for murder. It seemed important suddenly to know about such things, but now that he stood face to face with his own killer, there was no time any longer to ask the questions that rose in his mind.


He noticed that the man had a long, pale scar down his left cheek. It seemed somehow trite that a killer should boast a scar on his face. Shouldn’t his killer have been less ordinary? The smile caused the scar to wrinkle. The eyes narrowed as the gun was levelled at his face and steadied. John watched the hands, fascinated. They were rock-steady, there was not a trace of nervousness. The man had done all this before, would do it again. John watched the trigger finger. His mind raced, out of control, singing.


Thy time is spent.


The bullet tore a pathway through Gates’s singing head, tearing the carols and cribs and reindeer and all the sights and sounds of Christmases past and present and yet to come into a tangled mass of dying tissue. His body fell against the table and drops of blood fell like berries of holly on the white open pages of his thesis.
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Ebla/Tell Mardikh, Syria


The clay tablet collapsed and fragmented in his hand. One moment it was there, a piece of history, four and a half thousand years old, the next it was mere clay again, wet shards that crumbled into even smaller pieces as they fell, dust that joined the ochre deposit at his feet. David Rosen sighed, dropped his trowel and eased himself painfully into a standing position. A light rain still fell. He was cold, cold to the bone. He had been working at that tablet for almost an hour, scraping, brushing, gently working it out from the earth in which it had been lodged with hundreds of others for over four millennia. The rain had started again last night, heavy, pitiless rain, and some time during the downpour the tarpaulin over the archive pit had collapsed, exposing a section of the unexcavated tablets to the storm. By morning, whole chunks of history had been melted down into a featureless mass of dull-coloured mud. And the rain still fell.


Through the grey drizzle, the low ruins of Ebla lay all about him, dark, wet and sepulchral. He had seen them only in summer before, when the heat of August shimmered across the baked stones, and sand out of the Syrian desert blew into the cracks and crevices of the newly excavated courts and walls and gates of the ancient city. Now, as he dug there in the deepening November gloom, he tried to visualize the site as he had seen it in the sun, with the warm light flowing like liquid over the stones and filling them with life after their long sleep underground. Walls and doors and stairways had acquired shape and identity once more, the light and shadows limning them against the blue sky. But since the rain began in October, the ruins had lost their contours, returning to their primal condition of rock and sand and mud. The rain and cold had been unaccustomed this year, relentless and depressing. Digging out of season, alone but for the Arab, had filled him with a quiet despair. He thought he would go mad if the rain went on much longer. It was insidious, numbing, like the cold that ate into his bones as he worked hunched over the tablets, like the bleak landscape that held nothing but drab men and even drabber women, sorry, bedraggled sheep and even sorrier, more bedraggled children. And yet Ebla and its broken stones had somehow seeped inside him during the last month more deeply than anything had penetrated him in any of his previous digs. The original inhabitants, after all, had known winter as well as summer, rain as well as sun. Here, without the others, he could feel the old ghosts around him.


The Arab was still digging to his left, the bent figure crouched wearily on the earth. He resented Rosen. And, David thought, suspected him. He had certainly been sent from Aleppo less to help with the excavation of the tablets than to watch over Rosen and report his movements back to Syrian security. They shared a tiny hut in Tell Mardikh village, whitewashed and shaped like a giant bee-hive. It was windowless and gloomy, illumined only by an oil lamp, and it felt like prison in the long winter nights. They talked little. Rosen sat through the hours of darkness, reconstructing, collating, transcribing, sometimes translating the tablets dug up in the course of the day. The Arab helped, but he was surly and taciturn, and David spoke little with him. He wanted to finish the work by Christmas, return to Cambridge, and get back to his book on Eblaite chancery records of the Mardikh IIB1 period. But before he could do that, he had unfinished business here in Syria, at a, military installation five miles west of Sefire. He would have to lose the Arab for a while, but that was easier thought than done: the man was a human leech, soft, pliable, and clinging.


At thirty-four, David Rosen was already acknowledged as the rising star of Eblaite research. An archaeology graduate from Columbia, his imagination had been irrevocably captured by Paolo Matthiae’s discovery in the mid-seventies of the lost city and empire of Ebla, hidden from the eyes of men for countless centuries beneath the Syrian hill known as Tell Mardikh. Tells are man-made hills formed from the rise and fall of towns built, one on top of the other, on the same site, the debris of generations growing until the ground is abandoned by nature or covered by the latest series of buildings. Ebla had first been built around the time of the foundations of the First Dynasty of Egypt, towards the end of the fourth millennium BC. It had risen to greatness in the middle of the next millennium, only to be destroyed by Naram-Sin of Akkad about 2300. Twice again it had risen and been destroyed even before the days of Abraham, to lie almost unoccupied as the years and the weeds and the sands of the desert grew thick upon its stones and ashes.


David had set eyes on the site for the first time in 1977, shortly after beginning his graduate studies at Chicago. It had no soaring columns like Palmyra to the south-east, no treasure-trove like Tutankhamen’s tomb, no monumental carvings like Persepolis. But he had not gone there in search of such things. Between 1974 and David’s arrival in 1977, Matthiae and his team had uncovered major caches of clay tablets in the second-period Palace. Giovanni Pettinato had deciphered the Eblaite language, and a new world had begun to reveal itself. For David Rosen, it had been the right world, and he had thrown himself into the study of Eblaite with all the passion of a long-thwarted lover. It was as if he had lost something precious and had to scrabble recklessly for it in the dust, lest it vanish for ever.


To look at, David possessed none of the trademarks of the conventional scholar. No glasses, no stoop, no pallor. When he was not in the library or back home in his study, he would be out jogging or weight-training in the nautilus gym near the campus. Thick, curly black hair framed a face Burne-Jones would have enjoyed painting had it not been for the perpetually defiant expression in the eye and the line of the chin, pushed forward as if to meet trouble half-way. His father and grandfather had worn black and ruined their eyes poring over Talmudic texts in half-lighted yeshivas. In David, all that had been altered. In him, the passivity, the brooding acceptance of suffering and death had given way to confidence in life and resilience.


The Arab coughed. He had been coughing a lot recently. David hoped he would fall ill and be forced to leave. He knew they would send another one to take his place, but what he had to do up there at Sefire would not take long, not long at all. Perhaps there would be just enough time between watch-dogs for him to go there and make it back safely. If he was not caught and shot at Sefire itself, of course.


Israeli intelligence had got wind of something puzzling there. It was a military base remote from any town, inaccessible, except for permanent personnel, to anyone below the rank of brigadier, and leave permits from it were never granted. No conscripts served there, and tours of duty lasted two years with occasional R and R breaks at a high-security beach complex near Latakia. So far half a dozen MOSSAD agents had been captured trying to penetrate the base, and each time security had been tightened. They did not want Rosen to try to get inside – that would have been suicide – but they did want photographs, good, high-resolution shots of the latest security measures. Frankly, he thought that would be suicidal as well.


The Arab coughed again. It sounded dry, centred somewhere deep in the chest cavity. Perhaps it’s something fatal, David thought. He hoped it was. He had spent over a month in constant closeness to the man and he did not think he could last out much longer. The Arab was about thirty, anaemic, given to sulks and obsessively hygienic. He washed and shaved every morning in cold water, dressed meticulously underneath the long robe he wore for outdoor work, and prayed with infuriating regularity after more lengthy ablutions. He was small, thickset, with shifty eyes and a furtive manner. He was the sort who masturbated without enjoying it. David guessed that he fantasized about fifteen-stone women with massive breasts and pouting lips called Fatima. His left foot had been twisted slightly inwards and he walked a little like Ratso in Midnight Cowboy. On the second day, even before the rest of the team had left, he had taken Rosen aside.


‘Excuse me, professor,’ he had said in a petulant voice, ‘but I understand that Rosen is a Jewish name. Is this correct?’


David had looked him straight in the eye for about ten seconds, then turned around and walked away slowly. The subject had never come up again, but David knew it had not been forgotten, that the question hovered, unspoken, at every meeting between them. And he knew it had not been idle curiosity that had impelled the Arab to ask. The man was looking for a Jew, a spy, a saboteur, a target for some gnawing hatred he carried inside him like a woman with a deformed child she will give birth to one day. He would be dangerous.


Bending, David tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Time to go. The light will be gone soon.’


The Arab began to stand, then coughed loudly, bending double, his chest racked with the spasms, his eyes watering. David watched him until the coughs subsided. The Arab had refused to see a doctor.


‘Why don’t you see a doctor?’ David asked, for the hundredth time. ‘I think you should. I think it’s getting worse. It won’t go away on its own.’


The Arab shook his head. He wiped his eyes with the back of one hand and straightened his back.


‘No,’ he said, ‘it will go. I have had a cough before.’


‘You could die,’ said David, almost wishing it on him. ‘I’d be no use to you. I wouldn’t be able to help you.’


‘I don’t need help. It will go with time. It’s God’s will. It will be gone tomorrow, insha’ allah.’


David headed for the jeep, carrying with him the box containing the tablets he had extricated during the day’s digging. He had refastened the tarpaulin, securing it against even the heaviest fall of rain the night might bring. He could not face another day like that again. The Arab followed him with another box. Rosen almost hoped he would cough and drop it; it would be a good excuse to get rid of him.


Somewhere in the fields beyond the tell, a bustard called, its cry forlorn as the landscape in which it sought some ragged shelter. They drove back to the village in silence. Above them, the light began to drain out of the sky as if squeezed out of the clouds with the rain. David thought of the sunsets he had seen here in the summer and wished again that he were in Cambridge. The weather would be almost as lousy there by now as it was here, and he had heard that the low mists that rose from the Cam could be poison to the chest, but there were compensations. And London was only an hour away by train. Here, even if he could go somewhere, there was nowhere to go. The way he felt, even Alaska and a fish-canning factory would be preferable to Syria and its puritan bleakness. At least there he could go to the john without worrying whether somebody took a morbid interest in his lack of a foreskin. He glanced at the Arab. The man had declined. It was small comfort. On the right, they passed the site base camp, closed down until the next short season. There had been no point in keeping it open just for David and his assistant.


David had been hauled out of the seclusion of a sabbatical in Cambridge towards the end of the season. Alessandro Bertalloni had been sinking a sondage, a long trench, to the north of the Public Court of the Royal Palace, looking for traces of sacred buildings dating from the earliest period. At the level of the IIB1 period, he had encountered the remains of a building that seemed to correspond to the temple of the later IIIA-B era. And he had immediately uncovered a layer of densely packed tablets. Widening the trench, he had discovered row after row of them, an archive at least as big as the main hoard found in 1975. There was enough work there to take them through to the next season, but all the chief excavators had unbreakable commitments throughout the coming academic year. However, to leave the archive unexcavated was to run far too many risks of theft or senseless destruction, so a rapid search had been made for someone to act as caretaker excavator until the summer. David had been the obvious choice and had agreed to come after very little persuasion. A sabbatical was a sabbatical, but a discovery like this happened once in a lifetime. Enough digging had been done by October to allow him to concentrate on the task of indexing and transcribing the tablets that had been brought to light. If it had not been for the Arab, he would have been quite happy.


As they drove up to the village, the wheels of the jeep spun a little in the thin mud that covered the so-called road. They could hear the sounds of early evening grow about them. From the balcony of Hajj Sulayman’s house a transistor reverberated with the voice of Umm Kulthum. The song, recorded twenty years earlier in Cairo, was loud and undulating and oozed with a desperate sort of sexuality that raised goose-pimples all across David’s back: Umm Kulthum had weighed in at about 280 pounds, and he could never hear her ubiquitous squawkings without feeling queasy.


To their left, a small circle of young women draped in long Arab dresses and swathed in headscarves chattered loudly as they waited outside Ahmad al-Khartumi’s bake-house for their evening bread. In the centre of the village, a crowd of muddy dogs and small boys barked and screamed at one another and ran like lunatics after a long-deceased football. Here and there groups of men stood or sat outside their houses, smoking, talking and laughing at old, well-polished jokes. They scarcely turned their heads as the familiar jeep drew up outside the hut now occupied by the two archaeologists.


David and the Arab carried the two boxes of tablets, along with cameras, tripods and measuring equipment, into the hut. It was warm inside, the hut kept at a more or less constant temperature by a small paraffin heater in order to prevent the tablets stored there from cracking with the cold. The Arab lit the portable gas lamp on the table and threw himself into the only half-comfortable chair. He began to cough again. David set down the last box and reached for the bottle of arak he kept on a dusty shelf beside the primitive stove. The bottle was low – he would have to get some more soon. This one had lasted only two weeks: the weather could turn anyone into an alcoholic. He poured himself a small glass, then offered the bottle to the Arab. He knew what the response would be. It was the same every night, a ritual they went through, pointless though it was.


The Arab shook his head irritably.


‘It’ll help your cough,’ David said.


The Arab ignored him. David downed his glass and poured another, adding water this time to turn the spirit milky white. It was a personal superstition that the arak would render the water safe to drink. So far it had worked. If the water had made him ill, he had not noticed.


After the usual meal of stale pitta bread and ful, they settled down to the evening’s work. Two hurricane lamps hissed bravely against the darkness. Outside, the rain grew again to a downpour. The village was silent, its inhabitants confined to their homes, wrapped up against the chill night air. From time to time the Arab coughed as he measured and recorded the day’s finds. At intervals, his eyes flashed in the light of the lamp as he glanced up at David where he worked at the other table.


David paid no attention. His eyes were fixed on the tablet that lay on the table before him, its clear and precise cuneiform dappled with shadows by the hissing lamp. He had found it two days earlier under a heap of smaller, broken tablets. It was unusually large, 37 by 35 centimetres, with thirty-two columns of finely inscribed writing – a style of tablet normally reserved for texts dealing with commercial affairs. A cursory examination the previous evening had, however, quickly revealed that it dealt with quite other matters. The few lines he had deciphered had made him eager to continue with the task of translating it. A stack of dictionaries and glossaries perched precariously at the back of the rickety table, ready for him to consult, he began to read.


It told the story of Ishme-Adad, a du-zu-zu or scribe who had fallen in love with Immeriyya, a thirteen-year-old princess of the royal blood. She had returned his attentions and he had visited her for three nights in her room in the palace, but on the fourth night the lovers had been discovered and seized by the palace guards. Immeriyya had been walled up alive and Ishme-Adad taken to the temple of Damu, the god of healing and magic. There, he was tortured to the point of death and then revived by the healing arts of the priests time after time. It had taken him a year to die.


The tale had a profound effect on David. The tablet had been written by Ishme-Adad himself shortly before his death; there was a brief codicil in the hand of one of the priests of Damu, setting out the circumstances of Ishme-Adad’s punishment and his eventual release from it. Holding the clay tablet in his hand, David felt a sense of disquiet run through all his limbs. For four millennia, Ishme-Adad and Immeriyya and their tragedy had slept beneath the dust of Ebla undisturbed. Now, with his trowel and his pen David had awakened them again.


He sat back. The Arab had fallen asleep at his work. His low snoring mingled with the hissing of the lamps. Outside, the rain droned on against the roof, its dull beat unvarying and hypnotic. To David’s right, the old paraffin stove released wave upon wave of muggy, stultifying heat. The hut smelled of damp and paraffin. He felt depressed. Partly it was the story he had just translated. Partly it was the hut and the rain outside. And partly it was himself, the sense of futility and meaninglessness that had been growing in him for over a year now. He sat and looked at the tablet and drank more of the arak.
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Ebla/Tell Mardikh


Dawn was pale and watery. The rain had stopped during the night, but the air still held moisture like a cold sponge. There was frost on the soil, a soft white caul that crackled beneath the feet of fellaheen going out to the thin, barren fields. Their breath hung above their heads in frozen droplets as they panted through the low mist, and the cold air stabbed their lungs as they drew it in in harsh, jagged mouthfuls. Somewhere, a sheep bell rang tinnily as a shepherd brought his flock out to the field to graze on what little they could find.


David Rosen was already up. He liked to rise early, partly for the pleasure it gave him to wake the Arab. Breakfast consisted of thin coffee, fresh bread collected from al-Khartumi’s shop, and a watery damson jam that seemed to be all that was ever on sale in Aleppo. At least the bread was warm. Over breakfast they discussed the work remaining at the tell. David wanted to complete the outside work as quickly as possible. Damp and cold were damaging the tablets and he wanted to get them indoors in the next few days. It would mean a trip to Aleppo to buy an arc-light, but with that they could dig after dark, leaving the work of indexing and collating until all the tablets were safely in the hut.


‘Listen,’ David said. ‘I can go up to Aleppo for the lamp. I’ll leave you here to do some indexing, then we can get back to digging tomorrow.’


There might just be time to get near Sefire before he returned. He had his photographic equipment ready in a waterproof bag clamped underneath the jeep. Israeli intelligence had given him a trick camera. The main reel contained 35mm film exposed at the Tell Mardikh site – if opened and developed it would reveal nothing to incriminate him. The working reel carried several feet of miniature film in a hidden compartment at the top of the camera. If that was found, he could be shot on the spot.


The Arab coughed into his hand and shook his head. ‘Impossible. We have to finish the section from yesterday. The wet tablets may have frozen. Perhaps we shall go together tomorrow.’


David shrugged. The Arab was right as far as the tablets were concerned. But he knew that that had not been his motive in seeking to prevent David from leaving alone. A professional agent would have found a way round the problem, removed the Arab without arousing his suspicions or alerting his superiors. But David was not a professional. Despite the intensive training he had received at the Bet Eshel camp in the Negev, despite his annual winter vacations there, despite his frequent perusal of MOSSAD and Shin Bet manuals, he still felt acutely conscious of his amateur status. It irked him because it contrasted so sharply with his mastery in the archaeological field. And he felt profound unease about the use of his archaeological work as a cover for his occasional intelligence activities. Perhaps his conscience was too tender. The two trades had much in common: in a way, the archaeologist was a detective, an intelligence agent digging through layers of information, separating bricks from rubble, ashes from ordure, reconstructing scattered shards into pots, decoding buried messages, and as often as not remaking the past to fit the data at his disposal. The bones and bodies of the dead were to them both little more than grist to an ever-circling mill. Other men’s dreams and tragedies passed through their hands like used and crumpled bills. They lied and stole, they betrayed one another and sold themselves for the sake of some superior truth, some higher loyalty that made it all right in the end, made smooth the rough edges and rounded the jagged corners of hate and greed and envy. It was the betrayal that stuck in his throat, like a chicken bone that had become lodged there years before and refused to be coughed out. To dig in places such as Syria, archaeologists depended on the trust and confidence of the authorities, a trust that was hard to win and easy to forfeit. The Baathist regime in Damascus was inordinately suspicious of foreigners, wary of the tricks of the imperial powers, and quick to act against anything or anyone it saw as a threat to its continued existence. Rosen knew that if he were exposed, the entire expedition would be expelled from Syria, if not for good at least for a decade or more.


And for what? For a few miserable photographs, a sketch of a desert track, a Xerox of documents stolen from the home of a low-grade civil servant and replaced the next day. No-one had ever told him what use, if any, had been made of the intelligence transmitted by him to Jerusalem. Had any lives been saved, injustices righted, terrorists brought to book? He doubted it. At the back of his mind lay the image of a small black file marked ‘Rosen’. It sat at the back of a filing cabinet in a side office at MOSSAD Headquarters, and every now and then it was brought out, his latest documents tossed in, and the drawer closed on it again.


The Arab stood up and led the way out to the jeep. David followed, pausing only to lock the door. The villagers were basically honest people, but the tablets could be a temptation. There had been some illegal digging before the Italians had arrived in 1964, and there was still a ready market for artifacts in Damascus. The lock could be broken, of course, but David knew that no-one would actually attempt to do so; its mere presence was enough to tell people the hut was out of bounds.


David got into the driving-seat without a word. He twisted the ignition key, but the engine only coughed and died. First the Arab, now the goddam jeep, thought David. It took ten attempts before the engine admitted defeat and reluctantly burst into life. David pushed in the accelerator and the jeep skidded off, narrowly missing one of the numerous pot-holes with which the village street was riddled. Already, the cold had begun to seep back into their flesh. On both sides of the road, stunted bushes of genista and tamarisk sparkled with rime-frost. But beneath the thin layer of ice, the road was still wet with dark, silted mud. Overhead the sky held a threat of further rain. The cold air smelled dank and rotten. As they drove, the Arab cast furtive glances at David. He had found the waterproof bag with the camera and film fastened under the jeep two days earlier, but he wanted to catch Rosen using them; his people needed to know what the Zionists were after.


The tarpaulin had held through the night, but the ground around it was soaked, and the frost had frozen the tablets beneath it, together with the earth in which they lay. They would have to be thawed gently to prevent further cracking. David brought a small dry-air heater from the jeep, connected it to their portable generator and set it to blow evenly across the surface of the tablets. He turned to the Arab.


‘Keep an eye on this, will you? I want to look at something down in the Palace. Call me when they’ve dried out – but don’t for God’s sake let them get brittle.’


He knew he should watch the tablets himself; he did not trust the Arab to do the job properly. But he had no heart for it today. Last night’s depression had not yet lifted. Ishme-Adad was still at the centre of his thoughts.


It was a short walk to the main Palace complex, a little higher up on the western flank of the Acropolis area. All around him, basalt, limestone and baked mud-brick formed bewildering outlines of long-collapsed buildings. Once he slipped on a damp basalt slab, falling awkwardly on his side. The ground was uneven, treacherous. He came into the audience court of the Palace by way of the narrow ceremonial stairway in the north façade. All was quiet. The sky lowered and seemed to meet the grey stones.


This must be the court to which Ishme-Adad referred at the beginning of his testimony. Here he had been judged and condemned by the king of Ebla, Ibbi-Sipish. The dais on which the king’s throne had sat was still there, fronted by empty holes that had once held the bases of tall columns. They had found eyes of carved limestone scattered across the pavement of the court, great eyes that had once hung, heavy and baleful, from a wooden frieze, running along the upper half of the surrounding walls. They had been the eyes of the god Dagon. They had haunted Ishme-Adad as a child and again as a man, after the judgement at the foot of Ibbi-Sipish’s throne.


David stood in the middle of the court, trying to picture the scene, bringing to life in his mind’s eye the pillars flanked by guards, the king beneath his canopy of linen, gold and cedarwood, the court officials rank upon rank before him, bowing on the polished flagstones. But all he could see was Ishme-Adad beaten and bleeding, as they carried him to his long punishment in the temple of Damu. They had brought the girl to him on the first evening, lovely as ever, her small breasts painted with henna and perfume in her hair, and in his presence they had stood her in an alcove and proceeded to brick her into it. Brick by brick he had watched until she vanished for ever from his sight. Drugged on the seeds of poppies, she had remained silent as the world was taken from her. But he had entered the darkness with her and passed for a time into insanity.


David stood in the courtyard lost in thought. The tablet had made horribly clear something he had known from the first day he had worked on a dig, though he had never before formulated it to himself. All archaeology was built on strata of war, violent death and endless misery. The layers bent and cracked, but the cement that held them together was made of blood and ashes. Cities rose and died by fire and sword, children were born and were fortunate to live out their allotted span. He felt he stood on the edge of an abyss. Death and plunder lay beneath his feet, a deposit of centuries. And the last deposit was here and now, its dust accumulating day after day. Jewish blood and Arab blood – what did it matter? In a thousand years, two thousand, who would know or care? When the blood had dried and the bones crumbled and the ashes turned to black clay, who would remember the Six-Day War or the Yom Kippur War or any other war still to come?


The only meaning lay in the lives and deaths of individuals. Ishme-Adad’s tablet and its contents had reminded him of that. And they had filled him with a sense of dread and foreboding he could not explain to himself. It was irrational, but since the night before he had not been able to shake it off.


He sighed and turned back to the stairway out of the courtyard. Forebodings or not, he had to get to Sefire soon, even at the risk of drawing attention to himself. From here he could see far across the countryside, right to the dim horizon. A few birds flew languidly beneath the cold white sky. He shivered and walked on. As he drew within sight of the archive pit, he noticed that the tarpaulin had collapsed again. The Arab was nowhere in sight. Why hadn’t the idiot come to find him or even tried to re-erect the canvas on his own?


David jumped down into the pit. His feet squelched unpleasantly in the clinging mud of the cleared area. He reached out for the edge of the tarpaulin and as he did so noticed that the mud around it had been stained crimson. And then he noticed that the stain was spreading and darkening. Uneasy, he lifted the tarpaulin by its edge, pulling it away to his left. The Arab lay underneath, his body awkward, fixed in the mud and broken tablets. His throat had been cut from ear to ear, deeply; the head was all but severed from the torso. The eyes stared fixedly, dilated with horror. David’s pulse raced and his head spun. He had been gone no more than a quarter of an hour.


There was a faint sound behind him. David spun and looked up. On the lip of the pit, silhouetted against the sky, a man stood. He wore a long black anorak with the hood pulled over his head against the cold. His hands hung by his side and he was smiling. In his right hand he held a knife. The metal seemed dull and somehow soft in the faded light. David did not think he was Syrian. His eyes were blue and his fair skin soft, almost like a woman’s. David noticed that the man’s teeth were perfect. His tongue went round his own teeth and he observed detachedly that his mouth was dry. The man beckoned to him to climb out of the pit.


As if snatched suddenly out of a dream, David pivoted on his heel, straddled the Arab’s body and hauled himself out of the far side of the pit. His adversary had been waiting for such a move and was there behind him as he emerged on his knees. David turned his head to see the knife descending, a blur shot with silver. His whole body twisted, pain searing into his ribs as he threw himself away from the blade. It caught him awkwardly on the shoulder, cutting away cloth and flesh, slipping off him as he rolled away from it. An effort took him to his feet, still crouched, one hand pushing on the ground. The man in the anorak recovered balance, swung towards him, lunged with the knife again, but David kicked out under the blade and connected with the stranger’s knee-cap. The man winced, and the knife was again deflected as David stood and dashed back towards the other side of the pit. He had to make it to the jeep. Or else find something with which to defend himself. The killer slewed round in the mud, his knife raised again like a talisman. The smile had left his face. David ran, but it felt as if he were running on ice. His feet slithered on the mud, finding little purchase. His breath rasped in the sharp air, his chest heaved.


An arm grabbed him by the throat from behind, pulled him off balance and dragged him back. He lost his footing and as he fell jabbed back and sideways with his right elbow. He fell, pulling his assailant on top of him, kicking and struggling as the man tried to gain leverage and pin him to the ground. Both men were gasping for breath now, winded by the struggle and the cold. David jabbed upwards with his knee, striking the man full in the groin. There was a loud grunt and the pressure slackened. The knife dropped to the ground. David freed an arm and pushed hard to the side of the other man’s head. The killer rocked then caught his balance and thudded a fist repeatedly into David’s chest. David screamed in pain. He couldn’t breathe. The man’s face was right up against his, the breath stale and heavy in his nostrils, his eyes hard and staring. David could sense him fumbling for the knife, then it was in his hand. The blade came up to his side and the man shifted to find the proper angle for the kill. David leaned up into the pain, his chest in torment, twisting his head to the side so that his mouth found his opponent’s nose and fastened round it. He bit down hard and felt flesh and cartilage give as his teeth sank in deeply. The man screamed and dropped the knife again. David pulled and felt part of the man’s nose come away in his teeth. He felt sick. Turning, he spat out whatever was in his mouth, then pushed the man off and rolled aside.


Both men lay in the mud, David gasping to draw a proper lungful of air, the other howling, hands clasped to his face. They were covered in stinking mud from head to foot. There was no time to think, no time for questions. Now it was a matter of survival, nothing else. His shoulder burning and his chest aching, David dragged himself to his feet and staggered off towards the jeep. Each step brought renewed agony and every breath made fresh tears come to his eyes. Behind him, he could hear the man still yelling in pain. At last, he made it to the vehicle. The heater was still running, attached to the generator in the back of the jeep. David yanked out the connecting lead and threw it aside. His only thought was of escape. His head felt as if it was splitting, and his vision was blurred. He felt his way round to the driver’s door and pulled at the handle. The door opened towards him and he climbed in. The key was still in the ignition. Slumped against the wheel, he turned the key. Nothing happened. He tried again. Nothing. The engine felt dead. Desperate, he turned and turned the key, twisting it hopelessly. Not even a flicker.


Without warning, the door of the jeep was yanked open and a powerful hand grabbed David’s upper arm. The man stood there, his face a bloody mess where the nose had been torn away. Blood still poured copiously from the open wound. David pulled back, struggling, but the man reached in and caught hold of his left leg, pulling him off balance. David snatched despairingly for the wheel but it slid from his hand as the man hauled him from the cab. His head thudded against the doorframe, then he crashed to the ground, the breath slamming out of his lungs again. Within seconds, the stranger had thrown himself on him, hands fumbling for his throat, strong fingers pressing into his windpipe. David was sick and breathless and dizzy, the world was spinning around him, he could feel his hold on consciousness slipping away. In a last desperate effort, he grabbed for his opponent’s hood, yanking it off his head and pulling it backwards with all the force he could muster. The cord in front was knotted and jammed up hard against the thin neck. The head tilted backwards and the man rose slightly, away from the pressure. It was David’s last chance. He rammed his knee hard into the man’s testicles and, as his grip loosened, pulled back as hard as possible on the hood with one hand while bringing the other round to push the head back. His fingers found the wound where the tip of the nose had been. The man screamed again and David struggled free.


Now the killer was between him and the jeep. The man looked up at David, savage anger, blind fury filling his eyes. But something else too – cunning, a cold intelligence struggling for mastery over the pain and the anger. Suddenly he stood, glancing about him, his quick eyes darting everywhere. Just to his right he caught sight of the pile of digging tools David and the Arab had been using in the pit. He moved quickly, snatching up a heavy-handed trenching spade, hefting it between his hands like an axe. With careful, deliberate motions, he swung it through the air, getting the balance right, making it sing. He advanced towards David, the spade hissing as it swung, heavy and deadly.


David staggered, moving to the man’s left, his eyes fixed on the spade. The man rushed suddenly, the spade raised above his shoulder. David sidestepped, moving in towards the weapon, but it caught him a glancing blow on the hip as it sliced down. He felt his flesh tear. Quickly, he ran past the man to the pile of tools. Without thinking, desperate, he grabbed a short-handled pick and lifted it. The man had turned and was running towards him. David swung the pick and threw it hard, taking the man with bone-cracking force across the shins. He staggered and swayed. David ran in, grabbed for the spade and caught hold of it. They struggled and fell again, the spade between them. David let go, fumbled and found the pick.


The long-handled spade was awkward to use for close-in fighting. As the man tried to swing it down on his head, David brought the pick down. The point entered the man’s stomach, sinking in deeply. There was a cry of anguish and he dropped the spade. Screaming, he grabbed the pick. For what seemed an age, they struggled for possession of it – and for life itself. Suddenly David’s assailant weakened and the pick swung down and backwards. There was a crunching sound and the man went limp. David looked up and saw that the pick had struck him full in the face, penetrating the skull just between the eyes. He was dead. David relaxed his grip and slumped forward across the body.
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He had no idea how long he lay there, in a semi-stupor. When he came to at last, cold and aching, it seemed like late morning. He glanced at his wristwatch, but it had been smashed in the struggle. Beneath him the man’s body lay stiffening in the cold and damp. The pick was still lodged in his skull. The face was a mess of jellied blood. Painfully, smarting from his cuts and aching from his bruises, David clambered to his feet and looked about him. The site was still deserted; no-one else had come.


Who had the man been? Where had he come from? David bent down and took the pick from the skull, turning his eyes away as he did so. He then began to search the man’s pockets. There was nothing in the anorak, nothing in the trousers. He unzipped the anorak. Underneath, the man wore a heavy jumper, and beneath that a shirt. There were no more pockets. The killer had carried nothing to identify him or who had sent him. His hair was dark beneath the hood, but the face could tell him nothing now.


It was just his luck, David thought, that he was left with two bodies to hide right in the middle of the tell. An archaeological dig was probably the worst place in the world in which to dispose of a corpse. By next summer there would be scores of people all over the site digging with spades and picks and trowels, as eager for old bones as a pack of terriers. He would be gone by then, of course, but if he was to have any life at all after this he would prefer it if the bodies stayed put for rather longer. He thought hurriedly, then remembered the wells. There were two deep wells in the Palace courtyard. They had already been excavated, and nobody was likely to want to go back down them now. David thought they would do.


It was difficult dragging the bodies to the courtyard. He could not use the jeep; there were too many trenches in the way. One at a time, he hauled the corpses across the wet ground. It was heavy work, and his body protested agonizingly at being abused in such a way after so much punishment. But at last he had them both in the courtyard.


Head first, he dropped the Arab down the well beside the north façade. The stranger went neatly into the second well, on the east side of the court. David went back to the current dig and collected as much rubble as he could carry in the tarpaulin, pulling it behind him like a sack. He made two trips, dumping stones and earth into the wells to cover the bodies. It was far from perfect, but the shafts were deep and dark enough to make it unlikely that anyone would notice what had been done. He went back to the pit, carrying the tarpaulin. The archive was a mess – tablets smashed and flattened, blood congealing over everything. Using a trowel, he did what he could to clear away all traces of the blood. There was nothing he could do about the tablets, apart from re-erecting the tarpaulin and hoping it would at least keep off the rain until someone could come to take care of the site.


As he drove back to the village, it was already early afternoon. It would be dark in a few hours. His wounds were painful but, as far as he could tell, they were superficial. His clothes were beyond salvage – he would have to change them back at the hut. He still had not formulated any plan, but he knew he had to get out of Tell Mardikh. He could hazard no guesses as to the stranger’s identity or motives, and that worried him. There might be rivalries within the Syrian intelligence establishment that could lie behind today’s events. God knew there were plenty of tensions in the country, not least between the Alawi elite and the Sunni majority. David did not want to wait around to find out. And there were other questions that clamoured for an answer. Why had the man used a knife and not a gun? His clothes had not been cheap, he was obviously not a peasant. Had it been his intention to kill David and the Arab with a knife in order to make their deaths look like the work of local bandits? But even the bandits used guns sometimes.


He could wait until dark before going to the village, but there was probably no advantage in doing so. And he had to leave Tell Mardikh before that night. There might be others looking for him. They might even be in the village already, waiting. Perhaps someone else had taken David’s assailant out to the tell before doubling back to the village. It did not matter who they were if they carried knives or guns. David drove back down the rutted road, his stomach tight with nervous apprehension.


The village was quiet. Everyone was resting indoors after lunch, even the children were quiet for once. A dog barked and ran after the jeep for a bit, then grew tired of the chase and slunk back to its corner beside a ruined hut. Somewhere a cock crowed, confused by the dim winter light. A chicken scratched petulantly in the dust, looking for food. David stopped at the hut and killed the engine. There was no-one about. He got out quickly, rushed to the door and went inside. It was dark in the hut, as in all the huts of the village, as though light were something too precious for common use. David found the hurricane lamp and lit it. As he adjusted the flame, the lamp hissed at him like a snake, its voice sibilant and monotonous, filling the small, hateful room.


As if entering the hut had helped him make up his mind, David knew what he had to do. If the man on the tell had been a government agent, they would soon be looking for him at the airports and the Mediterranean harbours. The loss of an agent would trigger alarms between here and every border post in the country. He would be easily identified in a country that had precious few foreign residents and next to no tourists. He had no ready means of disguising himself or obtaining false papers, no knowledge of where Israeli agents were located or how to make contact with them. He was trapped.


Unless, that was, he could succeed in crossing the border quickly in the jeep or on foot. And there was no question which border it would have to be: the frontier with the territories still controlled by the Israeli military, west of Quneitra. David had only the haziest idea of what the border region was like, but one thing he knew for certain: nothing living passed that frontier in either direction, not even a lizard. It was death to attempt it. It was death not to. He might be nothing more than a part-time spy – but nobody keeps toy bullets for the amateurs.


Quickly, he changed into fresh clothes. There was no time to waste, and he had no dressing for his wounds. It took him less than a minute to pack everything he might need for the journey. The papers and tablets were important, but there was no time for them now.


The street was still deserted. There was something about the quiet that David did not like: it was too complete, too protracted. Nothing disturbed it now, not even a dog barking. Had someone warned people to stay indoors, aware that there was trouble in the offing? He tossed his bag into the back of the jeep and jumped behind the wheel. With luck, there would be enough petrol in the cans at the back to take him to the end of his journey. What happened after that mattered very little, if at all. He switched on the engine, startling the sleepy village into life, then drove out fast into the growing gloom of late afternoon. As he reached the outskirts of the village, the first drops of a grey and miserable rain began to fall against his windshield.
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The wipers fought desperately to keep the windscreen clear of rain and mud. David had to screw up his eyes to see through the brown film on the glass, driving by feel as much as by sight. The road was a notion, an idea in the mud, something no map-maker would engrave on his plates. The reality was mud and rock – mud under the wheels when the jeep was on the right path, rocks when it veered too far. The jeep bucked and rolled mercilessly, the four-wheel drive just holding it to the ground as he steered blindly through the lashing rain, heading in the direction of the main Damascus highway.


In this weather, it would be futile to attempt driving across open country. He would be lost within the first few miles, or bogged down. But there was only one proper road: through Damascus, on to Quneitra and a few hundred yards farther to the border. It was about one hundred and sixty miles to Damascus, another fifty to Quneitra – a good two hundred in all. The road to Damascus would be crawling with troops as usual. There would be road blocks. And there would be two major towns and several villages before he even got as far as Damascus.


He turned onto the main road just before Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man and headed south. A group of heavy trucks swirled past in the direction of Aleppo. A single car, a battered grey Volvo, passed heading for Hama, its horn blaring briefly as it rushed by and was swallowed up in the rain ahead. A motorcyclist roared by, his single headlight stabbing through the gloom, raucous and cyclopean, on his way from nowhere to nowhere. David gave the jeep its head, pressing on the gas, his lights turned on like bright charms against the storm. It was a dangerous road. In the rain, cars could aquaplane, crashing into one another without control or mercy. The torrential water washed the mud from the windscreen, but visibility was little improved. He passed through Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man almost without seeing it. The streets were deserted. In a tea-house, jaundiced electric lights showed old men drinking coffee and playing backgammon. Then the road again, a colourless ribbon that stretched into the deepening gloom.


He bypassed Hama. There had been a heavy troop presence in and around the city ever since the autumn, following the coup led by Mas‘ud al-Hashimi. A few years earlier, Hama had been a centre for the Ikhwan al-Muslimun, the fundamentalist Muslim Brothers. Armed by Arafat’s PLO, they had risen in rebellion against the Baathist regime of Hafiz Asad. Asad had sent his brother Rif‘at into the city with Alawi-controlled forces. Some reports said that as many as 25,000 people had died in the massacre that followed. Part of the city had been razed to the ground. Shortly after his arrival in Syria that year, David had heard the widespread rumour that the troops had pumped cyanide gas into buildings through rubber hoses. And that had been the second massacre in Hama inside a year.


Now, the city was still a potential trouble spot. There had been great jubilation when al-Hashimi and his National People’s Party had overthrown the Baathists, but as yet nobody knew quite what to make of the new leader. He was said to be popular, and so far his policies had been liberal. There had even been talk of a settlement of some kind with Israel, although no-one seemed willing to confirm or deny the notion. But whatever the long term held for al-Hashimi and his new government, things were still tense. It was safest to take no risks.


He rejoined the highway ten miles past Hama. Shortly afterwards, he passed a military convoy going toward the city: tanks, half-tracks, trucks, all grinding through the rain like a grim funeral procession headed for the cemetery. Behind them, a line of cars hung back, afraid to risk dashing past in this weather. A tank commander peered out from his turret at the dismal landscape, then dropped down again like a snail retreating into its shell.


He passed through Homs without stopping. The street lights had come on. It was growing dark, but the rain showed no signs of abating. The road improved a little, but the traffic grew heavier here, on the long stretch to Damascus. The jeep climbed into the foothills of Anti-Lebanon, continuing on the high, wind-lashed passage through to al-Nebk, before the final descent that led past Qutayba to the capital. David swung right at al-Salihiyya to avoid Damascus proper, heading towards Lebanon for several miles before turning back past Qatana onto the Quneitra road.


He came into Quneitra in the early evening. Nothing moved. The town had been systematically bulldozed and shelled by the Israelis in 1974, before they handed it back to the Syrians as part of the cease-fire agreement of the previous year. It was a ghost town now, a monument to human insanity. It had taken a week to destroy. The population had been evacuated, then the demolition squads had moved in. Now it was nothing but a wasteland, dotted with the shells of ruined buildings: a church, a mosque, an abandoned cemetery. To David, it seemed more ancient than any site he had ever dug on. He had heard people speak of it often, his Israeli friends referring to it in low voices, embarrassed.


David found a house with part of its roof still intact, on the outskirts of the town. The UN peace-keeping force had quarters farther in, but he wanted to keep out of their way. He brought food and blankets from the jeep and cleared a space for himself in a corner of the empty room. Rain dripped through holes in the roof. On a glassless window, a tattered piece of canvas flapped back and forwards as the wind gusted past. Briefly David shone his flashlight on the walls. Mouldy wallpaper with what looked like a pattern of roses still hung there. A cracked photograph still dangled from its rusty nail; it was a portrait, but the face was indecipherable. David switched off the light.


He lay there until well after midnight, resting, waiting for perfect darkness. The rain slackened to a weak drizzle. Then he rose reluctantly and went out into the darkness. He made his way stumbling through piles of debris to the southern edge of town. There was no point in going along the road. There were three posts, each two hundred yards from the next: Syrian, UN and Israeli. He would never get through that way.


A thick coil of rusting barbed wire loomed up out of the darkness, snaking away on either side of him for an unknown distance. Not far from it, David found a large sheet of corrugated iron. He placed it across the wire like a bridge, flattening it to crawl across. To his right, he could see the lights in the Syrian border post. There was a gun emplacement, sandbagged and lonely looking, with a single sentry shivering in the cold.


He began to crawl over the wet, muddy ground. There was a dank smell of decay everywhere. He felt as if he were swimming in a sea of mud. Suddenly, a searchlight flared into life on top of the Syrian emplacement. It swung round in his direction, sweeping back and forwards like a scythe, a cone of pure white light. David threw himself flat, praying it would pass over him. The light swung close, then away, then back again, catching him, coming to a standstill. A voice grated into the darkness, magnified and distorted by a loudhailer. The words were Arabic, incomprehensible to David in their amplified deformity.


The loudhailer barked again, louder this time. A light shone out from the UN post up ahead. There was the sound of a jeep travelling towards him behind the barbed wire.


‘Algham,’ the voice said, but David did not understand. The word meant nothing to him. He shouted out in English, to no-one in particular:


‘I don’t understand! Do you hear me? I don’t understand!’


None of it made sense. Yesterday he had been deep in the past, today, tonight, he was here in the very worst of presents, dying in a muddy field, on the Syrian border. He wondered why they did not fire.


A second loudhailer crackled, this time from the UN position. The words were English, the accent Irish.


‘Stay where you are. You’re in a mine-field. Don’t move. They’ll take you out. If you’re armed, throw away your weapons.’


The jeep had stopped at the wire. Behind him an Arab voice shouted instructions.


Suddenly, a second searchlight blazed out, from the Israeli side. It mated briefly with the Syrian light, then began to traverse a straight line back to the Israeli side of the border. Simultaneously, a machine-gun opened up, tearing into the mud along the line traced by the light. A mine exploded, then a second and a third.


Voices shouted behind David. There was a rifle shot, then a burst of automatic fire. He began to crawl toward the spot where the first mine had gone up. It was only a few yards away. Now he began to pull himself forwards, keeping his eyes on the Israeli searchlight that held steady on the other side. He kept a straight line towards it, praying the mines had been evenly and widely spaced. Behind him, the machine-gun fired burst after burst into the darkness. The Syrian searchlight had lost him. It danced about, trying to pin him down. Suddenly, it had him. There was a voice from the UN post, a little behind him now.


‘Run, man, run for God’s sake!’


He picked himself up and ran. The machine-gun chattered behind him. From the gun emplacement a second opened up. He twisted as much as he dared, keeping to the path cleared by the Israelis. Suddenly, he tripped and fell into a mass of wire. It tore at his face and arms, cutting him in a dozen places. He heard voices. He looked up. An Israeli soldier was standing over him, a rifle in his hand. He was pointing the rifle at David and he wasn’t smiling.
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Jerusalem was Jerusalem: a city perched on the edge of a sort of madness, the capital of a country not quite real, as much in the mind as on the map. David was taken there in a van without windows and put in a small grey room with bars on the windows and a heavy lock on the door. The skull-caps and Hebrew were reassuring, but the manner of his escort was not. They left him alone for hours. Sometimes footsteps sounded in a corridor outside, but they never stopped at his door. At times, David’s flesh crawled, wondering what code or statute he had infringed that even his own people shut him up like this. He had explained all he could to the Israeli commander at Quneitra, a man of about forty with traces of pomade in thinning hair. Part of him had expected the man to pat him on the back – was he not, in a sense, a soldier escaped from enemy lines, a hero almost? But the Israeli had only stared at him with eyes that scarcely blinked and asked questions down through the small hours of the morning until the sun rose and tiredness fell on them both.


It took a day in Jerusalem to satisfy whoever checked such things that David was indeed who he said he was. No-one whom he knew came to visit him – he had been recruited in America and trained in the Negev: in Jerusalem he was a name and a photograph in a file. They fed him and watched him and let him sleep long into the second day.


He was wakened from the presence of dreams by the sound of a door opening. David sensed that the man was there before he actually saw him. The empty room seemed to have taken into itself a fullness. The man was dressed in civilian clothes, but he held himself with the bearing of a professional soldier. He looked about fifty, but whereas most soldiers of his age show traces in the face or body of the ambushes, skirmishes and battles they have passed through, this man seemed scarred by something other than bullets or shrapnel. David had seen that look before in the eyes of men who had trained him in the art of espionage. All of them had fought at some time with guns, but their real battles had been quieter affairs, infinitely more destructive of the man himself, of that core that physical combat usually leaves untouched.


‘Good morning, Professor Rosen,’ the man said. His voice, like his hair, was thin and grey. ‘My name is Colonel Scholem; I’m in charge of our counter-intelligence division dealing with Syria. My main work is anti-terrorism, but I was asked to look into your case. I went over the details of your report earlier this morning, but there are still things we need to talk about. May I sit down?’


There was a flimsy chair by the side of the bed. David nodded and Scholem sat in it, turning it slightly to face him.


‘I’m sorry you’ve been left in this room for so long,’ Scholem went on. ‘Suspicion breeds … a certain kind of thoughtlessness. You were guilty until found innocent, I’m afraid. Now, tell me what happened. Don’t worry. I’m not trying to catch you out with inconsistencies – this isn’t a police investigation.’


David told him, leaving nothing out. Scholem sat immobile, listening. He was a man of middle height with sad brown eyes and tight, sun-tanned skin. Thin fingers played unconsciously with the crease of his right trouser-leg, but the rest of him remained quite still through David’s monologue. He asked no questions, made no gestures. And yet behind the eyes David could see that a quick intelligence weighed the information it received. When David finished, Scholem smiled, a quick, perfunctory smile like that of a doctor who sympathizes with your sickness but treats you as just another case all the same. And then the questioning began.


It was not a murder investigation as such, but Scholem probed for details in a way no policeman would have done. He wasn’t looking for a killer. He had two of them: a dead one and a live one. And if a crime had been committed, it had taken place in Syria, a country with which Israel had nothing even resembling an extradition agreement. Scholem was interested in what, if anything, the incident meant to Israeli intelligence; but the deeper he probed the less sense it seemed to make.


‘Could he have been working for an art smuggling ring?’ Scholem asked. He meant the man David had killed on the tell. In the end, it seemed the most likely solution.


David shrugged.


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it’s possible.’ Word had probably got out that there had been a major find at Ebla. Art dealers wouldn’t be interested in clay tablets. But if they thought they were uncatalogued artifacts of a more sellable variety, then it would make sense to send someone to snoop about.


Scholem stood at last. Beneath the raked skin and the tired eyes, David could sense a quiet, tightly wound energy. It was not the energy of a nervous, busy man, who squanders as much as he uses, but that of someone who knows exactly how much he has to spend and conserves it until he is ready to act. David guessed that it would take a great deal to rouse Scholem, but that when he did act, he would be decisive and purposeful.


‘I think you can go home now, professor. There’s no point in our keeping you here indefinitely. It would serve no purpose. If we need you, we can get in touch with you. Where do you plan to go from here? Back to Cambridge?’


David nodded.


‘First I’ll go to Haifa for a few days. To visit my parents. They’ve been living there for five years now. I haven’t seen them in a while. I ought to visit them, spend some time with them while I’m here. They’re getting on. We don’t see much of each other now.’


Scholem looked across the small room at David. He seemed tired, not from lack of sleep or over-exertion, but from something deeper, something from within. When he spoke again, his voice was different, less brusque, less formal.


‘Are you a practising Jew, professor?’


The question surprised David. Scholem wasn’t wearing a yarmulka. He did not even seem the type to care. A refugee from the Holocaust, David thought. His Hebrew was perfect. They had probably brought him straight out from Europe as a child. His parents, all his relatives, were probably dead. He was a Zionist, but not a Jew, not in the religious sense. Why should David’s practice concern him?


David shook his head. ‘No. Not since university. Before that, yes. My father’s an orthodox rabbi. I was brought up religiously. Why do you ask?’


Scholem shrugged. ‘No particular reason. Sometimes it helps. When you kill a man, when you come close to death yourself. For some people it’s a means of coming to grips with things. Coming to terms.’ He stopped and there was a silence for a while. Then he looked at David again.


‘So why do you do it?’


‘Do it?’ David creased his forehead, puzzled.


‘Spy for us. It isn’t your job. You’re an archaeologist; you have other priorities. We don’t like people like you in this work. You suffer from bad consciences. You come to despise us.’ He paused and looked down. ‘You come to despise yourselves.’ He looked up. ‘You haven’t answered my question.’


David did not know how to answer. He had asked himself the same question when first approached by MOSSAD during his first trip to Israel ten years earlier. And he had gone on asking it time after time since then. It was always unresolved, always nagging, like an irritation that refuses to leave the flesh.


‘What can I tell you?’ he asked. ‘How can I explain it to you when I don’t really understand it myself?’


No, perhaps that was untrue. He did understand it in a part of himself, but it was a private place that even he knew better than to probe or question most of the time. He looked at Scholem again.


‘I was brought up in an orthodox family,’ he said. ‘We were post-Holocaust orthodox, lost, confused, scared. Mostly just scared. Scared the things that were here today wouldn’t be here tomorrow. They’d seen it, of course. My parents were in their mid-twenties when they were taken to Belsen. I don’t know what happened to them there, they would never talk about it. Of course, I know generally what took place in the camps, I can guess. I grew up familiar with the numbers tattooed on their arms. I was ten when they told me what they were. I’d always thought they were a regular Jewish custom, like phylacteries or ringlocks. So many of the older people I knew had the numbers. And I grew up with my mother’s screams. She would scream sometimes in the middle of the night, so loud it woke everyone. It used to frighten me.’


He stopped.


‘What am I telling you this for? You know it. It’s part of all of us.’


Scholem nodded. ‘Yes, I know it,’ he said in a quiet voice. ‘Go on.’


‘We were observant Jews,’ David continued. ‘We kept Shabbat to the letter. My father would take me to shul on Friday evening. When we came home, my mother would have the table ready, the wine and the challah loaves. She would light the candles. It was her favourite moment of the week. “Light in darkness,” she would say. It made her happy; that was the happiest I ever saw her, on Shabbat. We observed kashrut and kept the festivals. My father and my brothers and I wore our hair in pe’ot. They still do.’


David’s hand brushed absently against his temple. He paused, thoughtful. Did Scholem understand what he was saying, what he was trying to say?


‘I cut my ringlocks during my first year at Columbia. I fought to go there, really fought. And my father struggled to keep me out. I thought at the time he just didn’t understand, but I know now that he did, a lot better than I. Perhaps if I’d done law, medicine, a science subject, it wouldn’t have been so bad. I might still have cut my pe’ot, shaved my beard, changed my dress a bit just to mix more easily with non-Jews.’


David paused again.


‘I used to call them goyim,’ he said. ‘How one changes. I can’t do that now. Anyway, if I’d studied something like that, I might still have remained religious. Not so orthodox, but privately pious, a little observant. I might have married, had a family, brought them up in the faith.


‘But I wanted to be an archaeologist. And not just any sort, I wanted to do Biblical archaeology. It was a teacher at school. He was orthodox, of course, it was that sort of school, but he was clever and aware of things outside the yeshiva. And he didn’t see archaeology as a threat, the way my father did. He thought it could strengthen faith, confirm the truth of the Torah, bring us closer to our Jewish past. He’d even been on digs a few times with Yigael Yadin and written one or two articles on the subject for the Jewish press. But he was an amateur, he’d never faced the sort of problems the academic has to confront, never looked at the real issues head on. When I started at Columbia, I didn’t guess just how serious some of those issues really were.


‘By the time I took my first degree, more than my pe’ot had gone. I’d lost my faith. There in university I learnt a new way of thinking, and the more I used it, the more I came to rely on it, the less I could use the old ways. And I couldn’t get the two methods to agree. Some people can do it. But I’m not one of them. So what was I? I was still a Jew, I couldn’t undo that, it was birth, family, those numbers on my mother’s forearm. I could do all the things Jews do, but I couldn’t believe in them, couldn’t make the old connections. I used to go to shul with my father during vacations, and I thought how beautiful it was, but I couldn’t really feel it any longer. It was part of me, but I couldn’t experience the emotions, not the way I used to, the way I did when I was a child. At Shimchat Torah I’d watch the other men singing and dancing, and some of them would have tears in their eyes, but I couldn’t feel anything. Not a goddam thing. I didn’t believe in God any more, you see, and without that there’s no heart in any of it.’


He paused again briefly. Scholem was still listening.


‘Things got bad between my father and myself,’ he continued. ‘They’re still bad, but at least we speak to each other now. There was a time, from around my third year at Columbia till after I took my PhD, when he wouldn’t talk to me, wouldn’t even have me in the house. He said my studies were something from the Sitra Achra, the other side, satanic devices for the destruction of faith. My faith, he meant. That’s passed, but he still won’t talk about such things. And where does that leave me? I’m not a believing Jew; I can’t be a family Jew; but I can’t not be a Jew.


‘So I went for everybody’s solution: Israel. If being a Jew wasn’t a matter of faith or family, maybe it could be something simpler than that. I couldn’t believe in the religion, but I could believe in the people, in the blood. Does that explain it? Does that excuse it?’


Scholem sat in silence for a while, looking at David yet not really looking at him. His thoughts seemed elsewhere, yet his eyes held David’s firmly, the sadness still uppermost in them, as if there was nothing else.


‘You’re not unusual,’ he said at last in a low voice tinged with tiredness. ‘How do you think Zionism got started? There are thousands like you. Especially here, especially in Eretz Israel. This place is their God, their religion.’


He motioned to the ground, an unwashed concrete floor. This too was the Land; below it lay Jerusalem.


‘Let me tell you something,’ Scholem continued, a low anger in his voice that David could not understand. ‘It’s the non-religious Jews who got us where we are. When being a Jew was a matter of religion, a man could escape, he could become a Christian or a Muslim or an atheist, he could leave it all behind him. But once it became a matter of blood, something in the genes, there was no way out. The Nazis didn’t apply a religious test before they sent people to the camps, they asked, “Who were your parents, who were your grandparents?” Atheists went into the camps with Hasidim, died cheek to cheek with them. Every time a bomb explodes here in Jerusalem or in Tel Aviv, the chances are an atheist planted it and that at least one atheist will be killed by it. Does it solve anything, this blood of yours?’


David sat in silence. There was nothing to say. He had heard all this before, and he understood it and agreed with it. This was why he had chosen not to live in Israel, not because he did not love the country, but because he feared that he would cease to believe in it too if he became part of it. It made sense to him only at second remove, within the mirror of the Diaspora.


Scholem stood up. He reached out his hand and grasped David’s, tightly, as if he would have embraced him but could not.


‘I’m sorry I spoke angrily,’ he said. ‘You have a right. And in spite of what I said, we need you, we rely on your help.’ He paused.


‘You say you’ll visit your parents in Haifa. We’ll contact you there if we discover anything or if we need you again. Let me know when you plan to leave for Cambridge.’


David nodded and stood up as well. He watched Scholem go to the door in silence. The colonel seemed like a man who has been beaten all his life, but who refuses to admit it, who struggles on as if life means something after all. At the door, he turned.


‘My father was a rabbi too. A Hasid, a brilliant man. He considers me dead. In his heart, he buried me twenty years ago. I haven’t seen him since then.’


That was all he said. He opened the door as if it was heavy, like lead. Why had Rosen come, he wondered. He felt uneasy, as if he had a premonition of evil yet to come, of danger for himself. It felt close, unavoidable. He shivered and looked at David, standing facing him in the grey room. Softly he closed the door and left David alone in the silence.
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He arrived in Haifa that night by sherut. He shared the big communal taxi – a black 1975 Mercedes – with five other passengers, four men and a woman, who smoked and argued with one another in voluble Hebrew throughout the two hours of the journey. Seated by a window in the back seat, David watched the darkness roll by, mile after inky mile of it, endless darkness. Cars passed them headed for Jerusalem, and twice a military convoy rumbled by, grey and featureless as the landscape through which they drove. They passed through Ramallah, Nablus and Jenin, a few minutes each of lights and noise and crowds, then back out into the darkness again.


They reached Haifa about 8.00. From the Aviv sherut office in Nordau, David took a cab to his parents’ home in Central Carmel. Haifa had grown over the years from a small fishing village at the foot of Mount Carmel to a vast port and industrial centre that spread up and around the mountain on all sides. To get to Central Carmel, they had to climb the mountain, the cab negotiating at high speed the bends in the road as it twisted and turned towards the long, flat summit. When they reached the top, David asked the driver to stop. The view from where they sat was breath-taking, a sea of white, yellow, red and green lights all down the face of the mountain and round the crescent of the bay. To David’s left, half-way down the slope, the sacred buildings of the Baha’i world centre stood bathed in light, the golden dome of their shrine dominating the city. Across the bay, he could make out the dimmer lights of Acre, the white-walled city of the Crusaders. Between the two towns lay the sea, purple and silent; over its surface, a ship moved, outlined by lights that seemed to shimmer like St Elmo’s fire.


There had been light on the water three years earlier, when David was last there: a summer night bathed in starlight, as if earth and sky were rivals, the full moon rising behind the hill, pouring its light on the Italian marble of the shrines below. Was Rachel still in Haifa, he wondered. Did she ever come up here to stand and look out over the bay? His heart heavy, he turned and got back into the cab.


His parents were waiting for him, and in the first hour or so after his arrival it almost seemed as if time had stood still. Except that his father and mother had aged perceptibly since his last visit three years before, it was as if he had never been away. This wasn’t their old New York apartment, but it had been made as like it as possible. He recognized the books that lined the walls, the rows of Talmud, Midrash, Mishnah and Aggadah, the commentaries by Rashi and Maimonides, the old seventeenth-century copy of the Shulchan Arukh that was his father’s most prized possession. There were no paintings, in observance of the rules of the halakhah prohibiting images, but his father had made one concession to the world in the form of a photograph of his famous teacher, Moses Epstein, himself a pupil of Hirsch. A patch on one wall had been left unplastered, in token of mourning for the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple almost two thousand years earlier: it seemed identical to the patch in the wall of their New York apartment. And in the moment David saw it he understood his parents as he had never understood them before: their need for security, their craving for stability and a sense of order in a world that had gone awry all those years ago.


His mother had cooked a lavish meal in honour of his arrival: kneidlach soup with matzo dumplings, knishes filled with potatoes, onions and liver, blintzes with black cherry jam. After so long on beans and bread, it seemed rich and dangerous to David, a fullness repugnant to him in spite of its temptations. His mother presided at the table like a priestess in a temple, serving, replenishing, pressing food on him and his father, a formal, serious thing, like a religious ceremony. Her tongue was endlessly occupied; it ran free of her, words and sentences flowing in an agile stream out into the warm room as if to save it from some nameless catastrophe of silence. Her talk was mostly of family and friends, of brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles and cousins, the old and new generations that made sense of time and place for her.


David listened to her talk and felt both pity and love for her. She had covered her wounds and her vulnerability with a mask of motherhood, her love devouring in its intensity, demanding a love and devotion in return that he was incapable of giving. Like the food she served, her love was too rich for him. He looked at her, at her thin, kind face, her grey hair tied back in a bun, her long, flowered, slightly faded dress, her nervous, mobile hands that reached and reached and never found what they sought. She was growing old, he thought, as if he had never noticed it till then, although she had been growing older all his life; he realized that he did not know her. She was a stranger to him, an old woman serving latkes, a mother without children. He ate and smiled and replied to her questions, but his thoughts were elsewhere. He thought of Ishme-Adad and Immeriyya and the Arab and the man he had killed with the pick: none of them thoughts he could share with his mother.


His father did not say much, and David sensed that time had done little to heal the breach between them. There were no questions about his work, no interest was shown in that part of his life he considered most his own. The old man sat in the chair like a stringless puppet, his limbs moving as if in a dream. His face was wrinkled and ashen, the eyes sunken into their sockets as if he was retreating from the world. Somewhere in there was the father David remembered from his childhood, like the rings of a sapling at the heart of an ancient oak; but David could not relate the two, could not make the old man his father or see the young man at the table beside him. The old rabbi talked of his new life in Eretz Israel, of visits to the Wailing Wall, of his classes in the Pirke Aboth at the principal yeshiva in Haifa. He still studied the Babylonian Talmud for two hours every day, engaged in pilpul or theological debate with his pupils and fellow teachers, and was busy writing a commentary on Maimonides’ Yad Ha-Chazakah. In his concern with his own intellectual development, David had forgotten that his father was, in his own right, a brilliant man. His books had been published by leading Jewish presses, he had lectured widely, his opinions were sought by rabbinic authorities at the highest level.


When his mother went into the kitchen after dinner, David tried to steer the conversation into the old channels, though he knew it was perhaps foolish to do so.


‘Did you read the book I sent you last year?’ he asked, referring to Thompson’s Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives.


His father nodded. ‘A few chapters,’ he said. ‘But you must have known I could not read such a book. This business of sources, this in-built scepticism, these childish games they play with the book of God.’


‘But they are scholars, father, serious men. They aren’t writing for amusement. They have reasons for the things they say, just as you have reasons. Pilpul is like a game sometimes, but the arguments serve a purpose.’


‘Pilpul is argumentation between pious men. Your books are not written by rabbis, they form no part of the traditions of the faith; they are the works of goyim.’


‘There are pious goyim, father. And there are scholars among them. I don’t want you to agree with what they write, I just want you to see that they reach their conclusions through scholarship, not through impiety or evil designs. They love truth just as you do, just as I do.’


His father’s face seemed sad, sad and worn by something more than the years. He was a small man, bent now, with a balding head on which wisps of thin grey hair struggled to survive. He wore heavy glasses, almost as much to shield his eyes from the world as to allow him to see it better. He shook his head gently.


‘You do not love the truth, David. You love yourself, you love freedom, you love the world. Being a Jew is not about any of those things. I tried to teach you that and I failed, may the Lord of the Universe forgive me. You can’t find your own truth by destroying other people’s truths; you can find it only through humility, through obedience to the law and the traditions that have been passed down. Do you think you know more than all the scholars of the past? More than Maimonides? More than Rashi?’


It was the old argument and it would end in the old way. Between them there was only this distance, this vast, brooding silence that words could never fill. They talked and their voices grew loud and their arguments went in circles, round and round, never meeting, never touching. David could see only stubbornness and conservatism in his father’s position, his father could see only wilfulness and anarchy in his.


They were at their most heated when David’s mother came into the room, an old apron still tied about her waist, her voice pleading.


‘Stop it, please stop it. Aaron, you promised you would leave such matters, talk only of other things. And David, you are our guest here, this is not your home any longer – it is your father’s and mine. If you want arguments, this is not the place. This is not a seminar room, it is a Jewish home. If you want to stay, don’t mention these things again.’


David looked up and saw the tears in her eyes, real tears born of deep unhappiness and pain that he, in all the safety and innocence of his secluded world, could never understand. He stood up and crossed the room to her. Beside him, she seemed small, a little old woman who had been his mother so many years ago. He embraced her and held her tightly to him, and as he did so realized it was the first time he had held her since he was a child. Suddenly he felt tired, tired and dull and wasted, and he remembered the moment, it seemed like months ago now, when he had turned and seen the pick-axe protrude from the skull of the man who had tried to kill him on Tell Mardikh, on the muddy border between past and present.


He had wanted to sleep late, but his mother woke him with a light knock. She came into his room looking faintly worried; in her hand she had a telegram.


‘This just arrived, David. I thought it might be important, so I woke you. Perhaps you would rather go back to sleep.’


‘No, mother, that’s all right. I’m awake now. I have things to do, I prefer to get up early.’


She said nothing and started to go to the door. Half-way there, she turned and came back to sit at the foot of his bed.


‘David,’ she started, her voice uncertain. ‘What happened last night … I’m sorry if I spoke harshly to you. I’m sorry if I seemed to be scolding you. You aren’t a child any longer; sometimes I forget.’


‘It was nothing, mother, nothing. You were right to correct me. This is your house, not a place for foolish arguments.’


She shook her head sadly, as if it pained her to do so.


‘No, David, not foolish. Very serious arguments about very serious matters. A foolish argument can’t be helped, it’s nothing, a thing best forgotten. But these arguments with your father … They hurt me because I love you and I love him. I can’t take sides, I can only stand and watch you shout at each other, watch you hurt one another. I feel helpless. It shouldn’t be like this, David, in a family; so much hurting, such a distance between people. I don’t know who is right or wrong in these things, but when I hear you arguing together I think you are both wrong.’


‘Mother, I …’


‘No, David, listen to me. I have to say things, things that have not been said before. Your father loves you. Did you know that? He is proud of you – oh, yes, very proud. And you hurt him, you give him pain. Not just these great things you argue about, but so many small things: you enter the house without touching the mezuzah; indoors, outdoors, you wear no hat, not even a yarmulka; you don’t pray, you keep Shabbat only when you have to, you probably don’t observe kashrut when you eat. David, you live like a goy, and your father believes that one day he will have to answer to the Master of the Universe for all this.’


‘But he isn’t responsible for me. I’m an adult, I have to find my own way. The halakhah’s a path, not a prison.’


She looked at him, holding his eyes with hers.


‘His love makes him responsible,’ she said. ‘And mine makes me responsible. For both of you. David, I want you to find some way to make things up with your father, to come to an understanding, before it’s too late. He’s an old man now, David. A sick old man. Try to understand him.’


Alarm gripped him. Was his father ill? No-one had mentioned anything. How long had he been sick?


His mother nodded, her face suddenly worn and grey again, as it had been the night before. ‘He’s dying, David. There’s no reason you shouldn’t know, but please keep it to yourself. No-one else in the family has been told. He has cancer of the liver. The doctors at Blumental give him a year, maybe less. He knows and he accepts it. In the camp, a year was like a lifetime. But some things still worry him. You worry him, you more than anything.’


She stood up. ‘Don’t leave it too long, David. He wants some time with you.’


There was nothing more to say. Aroysgeverfoneh Verter. Wasted words. So many wasted words. She felt empty again, empty of words, of hopes, of dreams. Only this remained, the life of a stranger in Eretz Israel. The door opened and closed and she was gone, but the weight of her emotions lay heavily upon the room.


David breathed in deeply, struggling to accept what he had just heard, to understand that his father was dying, would soon be dead. His own death mocked him at times from a distance, but in the past few days it had come close enough to touch and smell, and somehow that made the possibility of his father’s death more real, more imminent. Almost absentmindedly, he opened the envelope and drew out the telegram.


Before leaving Jerusalem, he had arranged for a telex to be sent to the Department of Archaeology in Cambridge, explaining that he had been forced to leave the dig in Syria and that he planned to return to England within the week. This was the reply. And the second blow of that morning.




News of departure received. Will notify Rome change in plans. Early arrival anticipated. Deeply regret to inform you tragic incident Cambridge. Michael Greatbatch, Peter Micklejohn, Paul Haushofer, John Gates all killed by gunman early last week. Motive still unknown. Murderer still unapprehended. Funerals follow post-mortem next month. Earnestly request you to come.





The telegram was signed by Richard Halstead, Head of the Department.


David held his breath tightly until it pained his chest and made the blood pound in his temples. He had known Michael Greatbatch for about ten years, Micklejohn and Gates since the beginning of the summer. Haushofer he had known and respected by reputation. All dead? How was it possible? He thought of Cambridge, its weathered walls and deep-set gateways like ageless guarantees of security to those behind them. Who could have breached those walls to gun down innocent men?


And at once he thought of Tell Mardikh, its walls broken, its gates rubble, and the man standing near him with a knife. Was it coincidence or fate that had brought him and those four others face to face with violent death in the space of a few days? He would have to contact Jerusalem at once. If there was a link between the incidents, it would have to be identified and investigated immediately.


Even as he thought about Jerusalem he remembered something. It had been eight or nine years ago, he wasn’t sure. A professor at the Hebrew University, Yigael Bar-Adon, had been gunned down in his office late one evening by an unknown assassin. Some papers had been taken, all of them connected with the professor’s research, but no-one was sure what they had contained, and no motive could be construed from the fact of the disappearance. Bar-Adon had been a man of about fifty, married with three children. And he had been an archaeologist. It had been conjectured at the time that the professor had been secretly involved in intelligence work: his digs often took him into the Negev and Sinai, and he had made visits to Jordan. David for one had no a priori grounds for doubting such a conjecture. But he had no reason either to believe that Greatbatch or any of the others killed in Cambridge had had similar involvements. On the face of it, it seemed highly unlikely. He would have to go to Jerusalem to find out.


His father had gone to the local synagogue for morning prayers. He was one of those who formed a regular minyan, a quorum of ten men essential for worship. He would go directly to the yeshiva where he taught after that, and would not return until early evening. Curiously, David felt a little hurt that he had not asked him to accompany him to the shul. Perhaps he would suggest it himself when he came back from Jerusalem: it would be a beginning.


After breakfast, he explained to his mother that he planned to return to Jerusalem for a few days, but that he would try to be back in time for Shabbat on Friday evening. He packed a small bag, then waited until after 11.00. In Cambridge it was now after 9.00, and with luck he would be able to contact Halstead in his office. A direct line took him through to the university switchboard, from which he was transferred to the Departmental Secretary. A few moments later, Halstead’s voice came on the line, a slightly lazy, low-pitched English voice that concealed enormous reserves of energy.


‘Hello, Halstead here. Who’s speaking?’


‘Professor Halstead? This is David Rosen. I’m ringing from Haifa. I’ve just received your telegram.’


‘Ah, yes, David. How are you? You got my telegram? That’s not bad, I sent it yesterday. I hope it was clear.’


‘Yes,’ David replied, ‘very clear.’ He hesitated. ‘I don’t quite know what to say. About the killings, I mean.’


There was a pause on the other end. Then Halstead spoke again, his voice changed. It was duller and flatter.


‘The killings. Yes. A very bad business. Very bad.’


‘I’d like to know the details, if that’s possible.’


‘Yes, certainly. There’s not much to tell, really. We don’t know very much.’


Without wasting words, Halstead filled David in on what had happened: the discovery of the bodies by Greatbatch’s bedder, the police investigation that had so far met only a blank wall, the lack of clues or possible motives. No-one had seen any suspicious stranger enter or leave Bodley’s Building. At the time of day the shootings were thought to have taken place, local people pass through the College in large numbers, taking a short-cut home from work. Every member of the department had been questioned, but so far there had been no leads or, if there were, the police weren’t saying.


‘Was anything taken?’ David asked. ‘Papers, files, anything like that?’


Halstead paused again. David could picture him: tall, lean, with bushy eyebrows and a mop of tangled grey hair he cut once a year and combed twice a week.


‘How did you guess?’ Halstead asked. ‘Yes, we think some papers must have been taken. As it was Gates’s viva there must have been notes on the table, as well as copies of his thesis. When the bedder found the bodies, the table was clean as a whistle, so she says. No dissertation, no folders, no notes, nothing. Except some blood. It ruined a very good table, French Directoire, very elegant. You may have seen it.’


There was a moment’s silence, then the voice again, altered once more.


‘I’m sorry. Please forgive me. This whole business has been the most terrible strain. I knew old Greatbatch very well; he was a close friend, an old friend. It’s been very upsetting.’


‘I understand. You don’t need to apologize. What about Gates’s apartment? Was it broken into? Was anything stolen?’


‘No, I don’t think so. The police examined it, of course, but they haven’t mentioned that anything was taken. Why do you ask?’


‘Well, if we assume that taking the notes and dissertations was the motive for the killing, then we have to conclude that whoever was responsible was after something in Gates’s work. In that case, he might have taken stuff from his apartment as well. Unless, of course, he already had what he was looking for.’


Halstead made a humming noise.


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I see what you mean. We thought the stolen papers might be a clue, but the police in their wisdom have dismissed it all as a blind. Academics may get hot under the collar about their work or other people’s, but they don’t kill one another over it. And nobody else is likely to have found much to interest them in a dissertation like that. If Gates had been a nuclear physicist or doing research into new energy sources or something like that, something with an economic or military application, it might have made some sense. The police think it was a lunatic, someone who wants publicity for his crime. They’ve kept reports out of the press in the hope the killer will be forced to show his hand, write to the papers, that sort of thing.’


‘Or kill someone else?’


Halstead breathed heavily.


‘Yes, there is that risk. But in any case, I don’t think there can be any motive. A rational one, I mean. Unless …’


There was another pause. The line crackled twice and was silent. Halstead spoke again.


‘David, you know Israel and you know the region Gates was researching. Is there anything down there he might have stumbled on by accident, anything … well, sensitive? Something the intelligence people might have got edgy about?’


It was plausible. David knew that Gates’s work had taken him to Sinai and along the edge of the Straits of Tiran and the Gulf of Aqaba. It was a sensitive region and Gates had been something of an innocent.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s possible. But I think it’s unlikely. I can make inquiries if you like. I’m going to Jerusalem today. I have contacts there who may be able to help. Unofficially, of course.’


‘I understand.’


The line crackled again, and Halstead’s voice became faint. His next words were barely audible.


‘Are you able to come to the funerals?’


‘Yes, I hope so.’


‘Good, I’ll let you know the date when it’s fixed. Look, we’d better hang up, this line’s impossible now. Thanks for ringing.’


‘Thank you, professor. I’ll be in touch.’


Halstead hung up. The line clicked again and was silent. David replaced the receiver and went to pick up his bag. He could be in Jerusalem in under two hours if he hurried.
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He rented a car and drove out along the north-eastern flank of the long Carmel range. As he left Haifa behind, the heavy white smoke rising from the cement works at Nesher blotted the city from sight. The smoke filled his rear-view mirror like a frozen cloud.


He arrived in Jerusalem just before two o’clock. It was years since he had seen the city properly by daylight, but he felt the old thrill of mingled excitement and loathing as he walked through the streets of the Old City. He did not want to go directly to Scholem’s office. There was more to Jerusalem than the bare concrete floor in that little grey-painted room.


Jerusalem was like any holy city he had ever visited or read of: piety rubbing shoulders with blatant commercialism, worship doing business with trade. Holy Land soil and Holy Land water were on sale everywhere, earth and water for seeds and thirsts of an unearthly substance. Beads and crucifixes hung in cluttered ecumenicity with tallits, tefillin and pictures of the Aqsa Mosque. Bibles and Qur’ans, breviaries and Haggadahs ranged themselves in old shop windows all along the Via Dolorosa and beyond. Pieces of the true cross, nails from the hands and feet of the dead god, hairs from the tail of Buraq, the beast on which the Prophet rode from Mecca to Jerusalem, stones from the Temple of Herod – the body of the city had been sold over and over as if it were a whore, and still they came for relics.


David felt it press in on him, a presence, a discord in time, centuries of faith and rank hypocrisy crowding in from all sides. He walked surrounded by people. Old men, their faces semaphores of memory, sat in even older doorways, recalling the days when the Turks had ruled here. Regret? Insouciance? It had all changed, it would change again. The winding streets and twisting bric-a-brac bazaars were never empty of moving feet. David was pushed along, like flotsam pushed by the sea.


Suddenly he felt a wave of loneliness come over him, cold, bitter and panicking, a vertigo of the spirit. He had lived for so many weeks all but alone at Tell Mardikh, occupied with his own thoughts, his own moods, his own presence, with only the Arab to talk to, and that but little. The Arab had died and left him alone on the hill with the man he had killed.


Now, abruptly, he had been set down in the middle of a vast, crowded and noisy city, surrounded by tired and angry faces, by bodies running and turning and standing still. And among them, his heart told him, one face, one pair of hands that sought him among the crowd. He staggered and fell against a wall as a wave of sickness passed through him and was gone. No-one stopped, no-one even paused to stare. He was invisible almost, or tiny, a fragment among so many fragments. His mouth tasted sour and his throat ached suddenly.


He stood there for long moments, each distinct, detachable from the moment before and the moment after, then minutes passed and he was still alone in the crowded street. At last, by stages, the dizziness lifted and his head cleared, though his throat still ached and his limbs felt curiously weak. Tension and excitement had caught up with him. He breathed deeply, looked about him and moved off again; he needed sleep and at least a day’s rest. He was to have neither.


Scholem saw him straight away. He looked tireder and greyer than the day before, and his small office was cold. Beside the Magen David on the wall, David noticed a photograph of an old man in Hasid dress. Glass on the photograph caught the afternoon sun and blurred the sitter’s wrinkled features.


‘Shalom, Professor Rosen. So soon? I understood you had gone to Haifa. Perhaps Jerusalem still has some attractions. But please, sit down.’


David sat without replying. The chair was hard; cold metal conveyed its touch to his flesh through the cloth of his trousers. In a quiet voice, he began to explain what had brought him back to Jerusalem. Even as he spoke, it sounded implausible. Granted it was almost unknown for academics to be assassinated without some obvious political or religious motive, but it was not unprecedented. There were cases on record of failed students taking out their feelings of resentment with a gun. Granted too that it was stretching coincidence to the limit for two such incidents to have involved Middle East archaeologists, nevertheless the region was an unstable one with more than its fair share of terrorists and other fanatics: it could well bear the weight of more than one such coincidence. Yet Scholem said nothing, neither to prompt nor to interrupt, until David had finished his narrative. Perhaps nothing surprised or captivated him after so many years in such a trade. The cross and the nails and the crown of thorns would be to him nothing but wood and metal and dried vegetation. At last David finished. He waited for Scholem to respond.


A minute passed in silence. Scholem’s face showed neither impatience nor amusement. It remained deadpan. He had long ago acquired the skill of giving nothing away.


‘Is that all?’


David nodded. Had it been so insubstantial, so inconsequential after all?


‘It’s interesting,’ Scholem said. ‘But what made you come to me with it? It’s a matter for the British police, isn’t it?’


‘I thought you might know about Bar-Adon. He wasn’t killed for academic jealousy. Or academic espionage. I’ll stake my life on it. We kill our rivals with words, Colonel Scholem. Only your people do it for real. That had to be the reason for Bar-Adon’s death. And perhaps the reason for John Gates’s too. The answer isn’t over there in Cambridge or down in Sinai or wherever else Gates went to last summer. It’s here, here in Jerusalem, perhaps right in this office.’


‘No, professor, I don’t think so. Not in this office, certainly. I have no knowledge of Gates. I have only a hazy memory of Bar-Adon’s death. Let me assure you that neither had anything to do with our activities here.’


‘How can you be sure of that? Perhaps another department, another control …’


Scholem paused, propping his chin in his hands, his fingers brushing the bristle on his cheeks.


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that’s possible. But within these walls things get talked about, rumours fly. I have heard no rumours. Never once have I heard the name of Bar-Adon mentioned. There was no investigation by us.’


‘But there may be files. Can’t you at least check?’


Sunlight fumbled through the grimy window behind Scholem, attenuated, like the light of a flashlight whose battery is about to give out. David could see a patch of sky through the window. It was pale purple, pearl-like and translucent, like the inside of a lychee shell. Scholem pondered, a finger tapping absentmindedly on the cluttered desk in front of him. With a sigh he put his hands together and began to pick his nails, carefully, one at a time.


‘Why do you want to know? Why is it so important to you?’


David stared at him, at the careful fingers, at the papers on the desk.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I’m uneasy, I need some answers. There must be some.’
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