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Prologue
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circa 847 B.C.

The King of Syria was at war with Israel and instructed his officers where to attack the Hebrews. But the prophet Elisha alerted the King of Israel of the planned assault and soldiers were dispatched to guard that place. This happened again and again, every time the Syrian leader made arrangements for battle. 

The Syrian king was greatly disturbed and asked his staff about who was providing intelligence information to the Israelites. His closest advisors assured him there were no spies in Damascus and revealed that the source of the leak was Elisha, a Hebrew prophet able to discern the king’s most secret conversations. Hearing this, the King of Syria ordered his army south again, to seize the prophet. 

So it was that a large force of men with horse-driven chariots surrounded Dothan, the town identified as the temporary residence of Elisha. Awakening at dawn, the prophet’s servant woke up and went outside. Seeing the Syrian Army around the town, he was dismayed and informed the prophet of Israel of the dire situation.

Elisha went out from his lodging and gazed upon the enemy force. In an instant, he knew that the Syrian troops had come from the north to capture him. Calmly he told his servant, “Do not be afraid. There are more armed forces here on our side than on theirs.”

But his servant saw only the army of Syria and exclaimed, “Master, what can we do?”

Then Elisha prayed, “Lord, open my servant’s eyes so that he can see what I see.”

And, immediately, the man saw an army of angels occupying the hills behind the Syrians, a vast number of chariots of fire, regal horses and flaming swords and spears. 
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Chapter 1
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“Israel! Toby Israel!”

A familiar voice. I looked over my shoulder and spotted a brown Crown Victoria police cruiser, Seattle cop Jack Bullitt behind the wheel. I walked over to the passenger-side door.  “How’d you know when I was coming in, Lieutenant?”

Bullitt took a hit off his cigarette, flicked the butt onto the road. “Let’s just say I’ve got a connection with a pretty Korean girl at KAL’s ticket counter.”

I shook my head, opened the door and tossed my bag onto the filthy-looking rear vinyl seat. “You’ve done favors for her?”

“You catch on easy, Mr. Private Eye.” Bullitt grinned, flashing nicotine-stained teeth. “Israel, it’s good to see you again. How was your day in Paradise?”

“I’ll tell you over a drink,” I said and got in.

The police detective shifted into drive, sounded his siren briefly to clear a path and drove away from the terminal. “You nailed the creeps that brought down that plane over the South China Sea?”

Jet lag hit me hard then and I thought of my friend and professional colleague, Asian-American private investigator Harry Lee. Harry had told me of his encounter with creatures of the spirit world at an old British colonial-era house in Kuala Lumpur, the shriek of a fallen angel echoing inside his skull and his fear that he would never be able to quiet that voice from Hell. I recalled Harry’s description of his Protector’s presence, dragging away Asmodeus, demon prince over the kingdoms of Malaysia and Thailand. That position would not go unfilled by Lucifer for long, he’d said, and gave thanks to the Almighty Creator that his girlfriend, Irene Tan of Lloyd’s of London, had left Malaysia for Singapore and was now safely back in the British capital.

I knew Harry Lee as a fellow part-time instructor at Seattle University, a Jesuit institution where Harry taught courses in philosophy—metaphysics and logic—while I with my yeshiva—Jewish parochial school—education, led classes through the religion department on the Old Testament and Hebrew. It was as private detectives laboring primarily on behalf of insurance companies that our paths usually crossed. The scope of Harry’s present case, a Malaysian airliner’s mysterious crash into the ocean, had led the Europe-based consortium he worked for to request my help. 

So I’d flown across the Pacific to Singapore for a day. Harry’d filled me in on the latest developments, pleaded the necessity of returning to Malaysia to wrap up the affairs of his dearest friend, a retired Malaysian-Indian policeman named S. Kumar who had been murdered during the course of the investigation. The heart of the problem were the activities of Malay and Thai bomohs, conjurers dating from long before the mass conversion of the Malay people to Islam and nowadays operating—casting spells—under the cover of the Muslim religion and culture. 

Unbelievably, it turned out that Malaysian banks, businesses and even government agencies employed conjurers, mostly to cast protective spells over their people and operations to keep them safe from the virulent charms of Thai bomohs, notorious for their use of the Siamese Death Charm. It was a fact of life in Malaysia, not taken lightly or as superstition. Harry insisted that it was the common factor in a spate of plane crashes in the region. My job was to find a southern Thailand-based conjurer’s apprentice who had already killed two men—the CEO and CFO of a private Malaysian airline—in the Seattle area. It was matter of some urgency and could not wait until he returned.

“You okay, Israel? You look like you’re watching a horror movie on my windshield.” Raindrops appeared and Bullitt switched on the wipers.

“Sorry.” I rubbed my eyes, rolled my neck in half-circles. “Let’s just say some of the bad guys met their match.”

Bullitt nodded. “I’d love to hear the details. As for our prosperous city on Puget Sound, that conjurer with his deadly hocus-pocus spells is still on the loose. The latest victim, a former Boeing marketing executive, fell off a Washington State ferry from Seattle to Bainbridge Island into the cold waters of Elliott Bay. Apparently died before anyone noticed he was missing.”

“The body was recovered?”

“By the Coast Guard. Death by drowning, according to the medical examiner. It’ll probably be ruled an accident unless we can change the official opinion. Nobody saw him go overboard.”

“You think the Malay or Thai conjurer pushed him?”

“A surveillance camera over an island shop shows someone fitting the guy’s description leaving the ferry on foot. It’s not a passenger ferry but people can ride on an upper deck.”

Just then, the loud rumble of a diesel-engine pickup truck approached in the next lane. Then the truck cut sharply into our lane and sideswiped the unmarked police car, smashing the passenger-side rear fender and door, sending the Crown Vic into a concrete retaining barrier off the left lane.

“What the hell!” Bullitt fought to control his vehicle.

I concentrated on the black four-door truck as it raced away, its suspension fitted with a lift kit that raised the chassis several inches. I spotted a flash of light off what appeared to be a chrome brush guard wrapped around the truck’s grille. There were also vertical exhaust pipes rising behind the back window, all-in-all a favorite ride for Northwest yahoos.

I recalled a comment by a psychiatrist friend that those who bought and modified trucks in that fashion were usually short of stature, “A form of Freudian compensation,” the doctor had said. “In fact, I suspect that the bigger the truck, the smaller the driver’s balls. I know that doesn’t sound very professional, but that’s what a urologist colleague told me after taking an informal survey of vehicles and drivers in his practice’s parking lot.”

Bullitt started to go after the speeding truck, then hit the brakes. “I’ll call it in. Port of Seattle units might catch up with the punk. I’ll check for damage, see if it’s safe to drive.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” I said, and got out as cars whizzed by in the rain.

Bullitt hung up the transmitter and brought his flashlight to the crunched-in right rear fender of his vehicle. “Damnit, this is personal,” he muttered. “Nobody smashes my ride and gets away with it. I’m going to square this myself.”

“The license plate was covered with mud, but I got a good look at the truck. Ram pickup, late model.”

“Probably stolen.”

“The driver’s a small fry. We’ve gotta keep our focus on finding the one killing people around here.”

Bullitt kicked the rear tire. “I get kinda emotional about this car. Ten years, it hasn’t let me down. She’s more faithful than my wife.”

“Unless you kick the air out of a tire she’ll probably get us into the city.”

The cop slapped me on the shoulder. “You’re a helluva guy, Israel. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” 

I winced at the characterization. “Considering what we’re up against, you may want to revise your opinion of me.”

“Huh?” Then the cop raised his hands, sending the beam of light across the highway. “Hey, don’t get too serious. About that drink, I know just the place. An old dive downtown, the Fifth Avenue Tavern. The perfect spot to unwind.”
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Dismissed as old-fashioned by Seattle’s high tech workers and professionals, the establishment was dimly-lit, a long bar on one side of the narrow room, several wooden booths and tables along the side wall, cheap beer on tap or by the bottle. It was beer nuts and bags of pretzels for snacks, no rich retired-to-a-condo yuppie or ambitious millennial foodie nonsense in this old school drinking hole. No stylish craft beer or cocktails, just an ancient joint where locals came after work to take the edge off a rough day, play the pull-tabs, sip a glass of the foamy stuff, talk to a fellow drinker or drink alone.

The tavern was a refuge from much of the phoniness and hipness that had invaded Seattle lately and was driving out ordinary, hard-working folks. Not to mention exorbitant, almost extortionary, rents charged those drawn to the promise of big money in the city’s exploding technology-based businesses.

I climbed onto one of the high stools at the bar, my gray, wool blend slacks sliding easily over the maroon, cracked vinyl padded seat, my black shoes resting on the chrome support at the base of the stool. Jack Bullitt motioned to the barman, a grizzled old-timer, for a couple of beers and glanced around at the other patrons, all casually-dressed guys in their late 20s to early 60s. 

Taking a long first swallow, he motioned with his glass at the shelves of liquor bottles. “Care for a beer chaser?” he asked.

“I’m not a fan of boilermakers,” I mumbled, and nibbled on a handful of nuts. “Where do things stand on the conjurer investigation?”

“Call him a conjurer or a bomoh, as Harry said he’s known in Malaysia, the guy is one slippery devil. I’ll give him that much credit.”

“Meaning what?”

“We haven’t got diddly-squat.”

I set down my half-empty glass. “You’re not going to catch him following standard police procedures.”

“What are you suggesting?”

‘It’ll take a mix of conventional methods and tricks from outside the law.”

“In other words, illegal?”

“I believe that’s what I’m implying, yes.”

“Is that how Harry Lee nabbed the plane crash masterminds in Malaysia?”

I waited while a patron slid off his stool and ambled unsteadily to the door, leaving a crumpled ten dollar bill on the counter. “He eliminated some of them, not all. And did it without official police help.”

“I get it,” Bullitt downed the suds, signaled for another, “Harry partnered up unofficially with a guy like me.”

“She was a lot prettier, actually.”

“I knew it! Harry doesn’t mess around.” He started to shake out a cigarette.

“Sorry lieutenant, no smoking,” the barman said in a whisky baritone, took an old towel and wiped out a shot glass. “The Health Department’s got more clout than cops in this progressive city.”

Bullitt stuffed the pack back into the pocket of his suit jacket. The suit looked well-lived in, unseen by a dry cleaner in weeks. “Harry really took some guys off the board?”

“They got what they deserved. You run with the devil, you die by the devil. The Old Tempter’s a hard master. He doesn’t take care of his suck-ups.”

“Shakespeare said the devil can appear as a gentleman. What do you think?”

“The New Testament states that ‘Satan can appear as an angel of light.’ He can fraudulently appear as one of the purest, most radiant archangels. I’d say the ancient deceiver knows all our human weaknesses, going back to our original ancestors.”

Bullitt drank down the glass of beer, banged the glass on the counter. “In other words, we’re screwed.”

“My Biblical training’s based on the Old Testament. You know, an eye for an eye.”

Bullitt muttered, “How odd of God to choose the Jews.”

“Yet He did and my people’ve been persecuted ever since.”

“Anti-Semitism, a plague on the earth,” the cop agreed. “On the other hand, Jews are not exactly innocent of wrongdoing.”

“Christ-killers?”

“I didn’t say that, Israel. You’re only human. Hey, Jesus was a Jew.”

“What’s your point?”

“Hell, everyone has a conscience, but we don’t always follow that internal prodding to do the right thing.” Bullitt took a cigarette and let it hang, unlit, from his lower lip. “You grew up in New York?”

“Brooklyn. Down the block lived Russian Hasidic Jews; around the corner, Polish Hasidic Jews. Caught between them, I picked up Yiddish. After a couple of fights they declared I had ‘Chutzpah,’ and accepted me even though the Conservative synagogue my family attended wasn’t considered a truly authentic version of Judaism, though it was grudgingly viewed as more relevant than Reform synagogues, which were seen as a compromise with American life, not strictly observant of Talmudic tradition.” I gestured to the barman for another beer. “I gotta hand it to those Hasidim. They had a sense of style. Black hats, curled earlocks, long black coats. Guess I was, and still am, kinda envious. Maybe because they seemed strong in their beliefs, sure of their place in the world.”

“What did your father do?”

“Moses Israel was well-known in the Big Apple’s law enforcement community, a private investigator who focused mostly on suspected fraudulently-filed insurance claims.”

“No kidding?” Bullitt slammed a hand on the counter, shaking the glasses. “Perhaps the first Jewish private eye. That’s great. So, you followed your old man into the business?”

“I helped out during summer breaks. He taught me a lot.”

“Why’d you move out here?”

“After his heart attack,” I stared at a stain on the wall. It resembled a Rohrschach test ink-blot, “Mom moved in with her sister in Yonkers.” 

“Let’s head to the back corner table before you topple off that stool.”

I got down, took my glass and sat at simple wooden table, facing the door. After the cop had joined me, I said, “Never expose your back
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