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The story begins...




PROLOGUE — "Toledo, 1492"

Toledo, Spain — July 31, 1492

The Night Before the Expulsion

Rav Shlomo Almoli knew he would not sleep tonight.

Outside, the streets of the judería echoed with unusual sounds. Carts being hastily loaded. Muffled voices whispering farewells. Children's cries being soothed. The entire Jewish community of Toledo—three thousand souls—was preparing for exile. Tomorrow, at dawn, they would all have to leave. Three hundred years of presence. Generations of scholars, poets, physicians, merchants. All swept away by a royal edict signed at the Alhambra. Conversion or exile. Rav Almoli had chosen exile.

But tonight, seated in his study with walls covered in books, he wasn't thinking about exile. He was thinking about the dream he had just had.

A dream so clear, so precise, so laden with meaning that he knew—with the absolute certainty of a kabbalist who had spent his life studying dreams—that it did not come from his own unconscious. This dream came from elsewhere. From above. From something greater than himself. And more terrible.

He had seen the future.

Five centuries and some decades. A holy city rebuilt on the ruins of the ancient one. Towers of glass and steel rising toward the sky. Flying machines crossing the clouds. Carriages without horses rolling at impossible speeds. A transformed world, unrecognizable, but still at war. Still divided. Still bleeding.

And at the heart of this future world, a man.

A single man who had discovered the secret. Who had learned to enter the dreams of others. To manipulate them. To transform them into weapons. And who was preparing something unimaginable. A theft. Not of gold, not of lands, not of lives. A theft of eternity. Fifty thousand souls whose Olam HaBa—the World to Come—would be stolen in a single night. Their eternal rewards consumed in illusory dreams. Their share of paradise transformed into nothingness.

Rav Almoli had awakened in a sweat, heart pounding, hands trembling. He had understood immediately what this dream meant. It was a warning. A mission. And a burden he had to bear.

He rose from his chair. Lit an additional candle—the night would be long. Took from his chest the manuscript he had been working on for ten years.

The Codex of Dreams.

It was his life's work. Three hundred pages of fine parchment, covered with his tight handwriting. A compilation of all knowledge about dreams and their interpretation. The teachings of the Talmudic sages—Rabbi Hisda, Rabbi Yohanan, Rav Huna. The techniques of the Safed kabbalists. The secrets transmitted orally from master to disciple since Moses at Sinai. Everything humanity had learned about this mysterious territory between wakefulness and sleep, between body and soul, between this world and the next.

The Codex was almost complete. Ready to be copied, transmitted, preserved for future generations. But now, after this dream, Rav Almoli knew he had to add something. A final section. The most important. The most dangerous.

Page 72.

He took his quill. Dipped it in ink. And began to write.

He wrote all night.

The words flowed from his quill as if dictated by an external force. Formulas. Techniques. Combinations of Hebrew letters and divine names. Methods for creating bridges between the dreamworld and the physical world. For synchronizing the unconscious minds of thousands of people. For transforming dreams into reality—and reality into dreams.

And above all, the central technique. The one he had seen used in his vision. The method for stealing the Olam HaBa by manipulating dreams. For Rav Almoli had understood—with the intuition of a man who had spent his life meditating on the mysteries of creation—that dreams were not mere mental images. They were God's accounting system. The system by which the Creator balanced accounts between this world and the next. Giving in dreams the rewards that should not be given here below. Inflicting in dreams the punishments that should not be inflicted in the flesh.

A perfect system. Balanced. Just.

But also a system that could be hacked.

By someone who knew the codes. Who understood the mechanisms. Who had the power and the will to manipulate dreams on a massive scale.

Rav Almoli wrote, and his hands trembled. Not from old age—he was only forty-three. But from fear. Fear of what he was creating. An instruction manual for the greatest metaphysical crime imaginable. A weapon capable of destroying not bodies, but eternities.

Why write it then? Why not keep this knowledge secret, let it die with him?

Because the dream had shown him something else. In his vision, the man who stole souls had no guide. No warning. No understanding of the consequences. He had discovered the techniques himself, through trial and error, through experimentation. And it was precisely for this reason that he had become a monster. He didn't know what he was doing. He didn't understand the gravity of his acts.

Rav Almoli had to write page 72. Not to enable the crime, but to prevent it. So that those who came after him would know. Understand. And be able to fight.

At dawn, when the first rays of Castilian sun entered through the window, he finished.

He reread what he had written. Every word was correct. Every formula was precise. Page 72 contained everything one needed to know. And everything one should never do.

He took out a stick of red wax. Melted it over the candle flame. Sealed the page carefully, the wax forming a Star of David at the center.

Then he took his quill one last time and wrote on the seal, in ancient Hebrew letters:

"Let him who opens this page know that he holds in his hands the power to destroy worlds. Let him proceed with fear and trembling. For dreams are the thoughts of God, and he who manipulates them touches the divine. But let him also know this: for every lock, there exists a key. For every poison, an antidote. And for every dream thief, a guardian who will rise. This is the Creator's promise. This is humanity's hope."

He signed: Shlomo ben Yaakov Almoli, servant of the Truth.

Then he closed the Codex. Held it against his chest. Extinguished the candles.

In the street, his wife and children were waiting with their meager possessions. A few clothes. A few utensils. The Shabbat candlesticks. The tefillin and tallit. And the Codex, hidden in a canvas bag.

Destination: the port. A ship to Turkey. Exile. A new life.

Rav Almoli cast one last look at the house where he was born. Where his father had died. Where his children had taken their first steps. Then he turned away and walked toward the unknown.

The Codex traveled with him.

From Spain to Turkey. From Turkey to the Holy Land. From generation to generation. Passed from rabbi to rabbi. Guarded. Protected. Hidden.

For five centuries, the Codex changed hands a hundred times. It survived the pogroms of Russia. The Shoah. The wars of Israeli independence. It was buried, exhumed, stolen, recovered, forgotten, found again. But always, always, page 72 remained sealed. No one dared break the red wax seal. No one dared read what Almoli had written.

Until that day in June 2024.

When someone, somewhere, in an abandoned monastery in the Judean desert, broke the seal.

A man with clear, burning eyes. A man who had lost his faith at twelve and never found it again. A man who had seen his judgment in a temporary death and found it unbearable.

He read page 72. Understood what it contained. And decided to use it.

Not for good.

For revenge. For power. To prove that God did not exist—or that He did not deserve to be worshipped.

And the nightmare began.

* * *

Three months later, a Mossad agent who hadn't dreamed in seven years received a call.

The guardian was about to rise.

Just as Rav Almoli had promised.




ACT I — "The Beginning"




CHAPTER 1 — "The Man Who No Longer Dreamed"

David Weiss hadn't dreamed in seven years, three months, and twelve days.

He knew the exact count because he calculated it every morning upon waking, like a prisoner marking days on his cell wall. Except he wasn't waiting for release. He counted to remember. To never forget the day everything stopped. The day Rachel died on bus number 18. The day his brain decided to close a door and never open it again.

That morning, like every other, he passed from the void of sleep to consciousness with clinical brutality. No transition. No fuzzy zone between two worlds. No residual images evaporating at the touch of daylight. Just black, then real. Like a switch.

Six in the morning. Tel Aviv. Florentin neighborhood.

Light filtered through dusty venetian blinds, drawing parallel bars on the white wall. David lay motionless for a few seconds, eyes fixed on the ceiling. He listened to the sounds of the city waking. The first buses on Ibn Gvirol. A scooter in the distance. The muezzin of Jaffa calling for dawn prayer, his voice carried by the sea breeze.

He rose in one fluid movement, effortless. His body functioned like a well-maintained machine. Thirty-two years old, but not an ounce of fat. Lean, functional muscles, trained for efficiency rather than aesthetics. The body of a man who ran ten kilometers every morning, did two hundred push-ups every evening, who transformed physical discipline into a rampart against thought.

His apartment fit into four hundred square feet. Two rooms. A bed. A table. A chair. White walls. Nothing else. No photos. No decorations. No memories. Not even a book on a shelf. Some would have found it pathological. David called it mental hygiene. Every object is a potential trigger. Every image is a door to the past. He had learned to live in pure present, in absolute immediacy, because it was the only way to hold on.

He dressed without thinking. Black jeans. Black T-shirt. Black jacket. Like every day for seven years. No need to choose. No need to think. Automatism as protection.

In the tiny kitchen—a sink, two burners, a refrigerator that hummed too loud—he prepared his Turkish coffee. The only concession to ritual, to pleasure, to something that vaguely resembled life. He poured water into the copper finjan, added three spoons of finely ground coffee, half a spoon of cardamom. No sugar. Never sugar. The taste had to be bitter, harsh, real.

He waited for the coffee to rise three times, as his grandmother had taught him in Haifa when he was eight. Before the army. Before the Mossad. Before Rachel. Before everything. His grandmother had been dead for fifteen years, but he still made coffee the same way. Some gestures survive people. Some rituals cross through grief.

He drank slowly, standing before the window, watching Tel Aviv awaken. The White City. The city that never truly slept. Below, the first joggers lined Rothschild Boulevard. An elderly couple argued on a bench, their voices rising in the warm air. A stray cat rummaged through an overturned garbage can. Normal life. The life of people who slept at night, who dreamed, who woke with fragments of images in their heads.

David Weiss, thirty-two years old. Mossad agent for eight years. Special Operations Department. Specialist in infiltration of hostile territory and extraction of human assets. Spoke fluent Hebrew, Egyptian and Levantine dialectal Arabic, Farsi, English, and Russian. Could blend into any population from Cairo to Tehran, from Beirut to Damascus. Seventeen missions in enemy territory. All successful. Zero failures. Zero compromises. Zero traces.

The perfect agent, his superiors said. Cold. Precise. Efficient.

And above all: the agent who no longer dreamed. Which, paradoxically, made him a unique asset. An agent without dreams is an agent without weaknesses. Without unconscious fears rising to the surface. Without hidden desires that a skilled interrogator could exploit. Without backdoors in his mind.

At least, that's what he believed.

His phone vibrated on the table. An encrypted message on the secure app. Avi Goldstein, his direct supervisor.

"Briefing 08:00. Urgent. Concerns your Cairo mission."

David checked the time. 6:47. He had time. But something in the message intrigued him. The Cairo mission was finished. He'd returned the day before yesterday. The data transfer from Mahmoud al-Rashid's phone had been a success. Three sleeper cells identified. Communications with Hamas and Hezbollah. Good work, clean, efficient. So why an urgent briefing?

He finished his coffee. The grounds formed patterns at the bottom of the cup. His grandmother would have known how to read them. She would have seen omens, warnings, promises. David only saw coffee residue. He had lost the ability to see beyond things. Or perhaps he had deliberately abandoned it.

He rinsed the cup. Took a quick shower, cold water to finish, to fully wake the body. Shaved with mechanical precision, without even looking in the mirror. Then he put on his jacket, checked his service weapon—a Jericho 941, the Mossad's standard pistol, compact, reliable, fifteen rounds in the magazine—and slipped it into his shoulder holster.

Before leaving, he stopped in front of the entry mirror. Not out of vanity. Tactical evaluation. He needed to know what he looked like, how others perceived him.

Thirty-two but looked forty. Black hair beginning to gray at the temples. Hazel eyes with permanent dark circles, like old bruises that refused to heal. The face was marked by something deeper than fatigue. By absence. The absence of dreams. The absence of Rachel. The absence of an inner life.

He left the apartment. Walked down the four floors. No elevator in this sixties building, and that was just fine. He liked stairs. Physical effort. The concrete sensation of muscles working, heart accelerating. Everything that anchored him in the real, in the body, far from the mind.

In the street, the June heat hit him like a slap. Already thirty degrees at seven in the morning. The Israeli summer had barely begun and was already brutal, implacable, merciless. The air smelled of jasmine from gardens, exhaust fumes, and that particular Tel Aviv smell—a mixture of sea, hot concrete, and fried falafel.

David walked toward the bus stop. No personal car. Too many traces. Too many surveillance possibilities. Too many vulnerability points. The bus was anonymous, democratic, invisible. A Mossad agent in a crowded bus is nobody.

But when bus number 18 appeared around the corner, he stopped dead.

The 18. The line that passed through King George Street. That crossed downtown. That had entered history on January 29, 2017, when a suicide bomber blew himself up inside, killing twenty-three people.

Including Rachel.

Seven years, three months, and twelve days.

David stood motionless on the sidewalk, watching the bus stop, open its doors, swallow passengers. An old woman with a shopping cart. Two female soldiers in uniform. A businessman on his phone. Normal life. Life going on. As if nothing had ever happened. As if this bus hadn't been a rolling coffin, one winter morning.

The bus departed. David watched it drive away. Then he waited for the next one. The 5. Different direction, longer route, but it avoided King George. He boarded, paid, sat in the back. Standard tactical position: view of all entrances, back to the wall, quick access to the emergency exit.

The bus crossed Tel Aviv. Passed the trendy cafés of Dizengoff where people ate breakfast on terraces. Past the glass towers of the business district reflecting the sun. Past the Carmel Market beginning to come alive, merchants setting up their stalls of fruits, cheeses, spices.

David watched through the window without really seeing. His mind was already at the briefing. What did Avi want? Something concerning Cairo. Something urgent. Maybe a leak. Maybe Mahmoud had discovered the transfer. Maybe one of the sleeper cells had awakened.

Or maybe something else. Something he hadn't anticipated. Something that would change the game.

He got off at Sarona, the commercial and office complex built on the old German Templar colony. Restored nineteenth-century architecture mixed with modern towers. Restaurants, shops, green spaces. And, in one of the glass towers, the unofficial Mossad offices.

Officially, it was a cybersecurity consulting firm. Startups. Innovation. Young people in jeans and sneakers coding algorithms. Unofficially, the top three floors belonged to the intelligence services. Protected. Isolated. Invisible.

David passed through security checks. Facial recognition. Retinal scan. Metal detector that politely ignored his service weapon, pre-registered in the system. Daily access code: 7-2-9-4. The numbers changed every day at midnight, sent by encrypted message.

The elevator took him to the tenth floor. The doors opened onto a white, sterile, silent corridor. Gray carpet. LED lighting. Doors without signs. The architecture of confidentiality.

The briefing room was at the end of the corridor. Armored door, digital scanner. David placed his hand, waited for the beep, entered.

Avi Goldstein was already there, seated at the end of the large oval table, coffee in hand. Forty-five years old, short gray hair, square face, piercing gaze. Twenty years of Mossad service, ten in special operations. Former commander of the Sayeret Matkal unit, the army's special forces. Tough, competent, but also human. That was rare in this environment. Avi had kept something alive in him. Perhaps because he still had a family. A wife, three children, a house in Herzliya with a garden. Barbecues on Friday evenings. Normalcy as an anchor.

"David." Avi stood, shook his hand. "Thanks for coming quickly."

"Your message said urgent."

"Sit down. Coffee?"

David shook his head. He'd already had his dose. More caffeine would make him nervous, and he didn't like being nervous. He sat across from Avi, waited.

"Your Cairo mission," Avi began. "The data transfer. We've analyzed everything. Communications, contacts, sleeper cells. Good work."

"But?"

Avi smiled slightly. David had known him for eight years. He knew how to recognize when something was wrong.

"No but. Well, not about that." Avi picked up a remote, pointed at the main screen on the wall. "You sent a photo at absolute priority from Taba. Before even crossing the border. With a note: 'Potentially critical.' Want to explain?"

The screen lit up. The photo appeared. An ancient manuscript. Yellowed pages, tight Hebrew script, complex illuminations in the margins. David had photographed it in Mahmoud al-Rashid's apartment in Cairo, while the target slept in the next room.

"It was in his office," David said. "Hung on the wall like a trophy. It's not the kind of thing you expect to find at a Hamas agent's place."

"A Jewish manuscript?"

"Not just any manuscript." David leaned forward. "You see the seal in the margin? The intertwined letters? That's the signature of Rav Shlomo Almoli."

Avi frowned. "That name means nothing to me."

"I'm not surprised. He lived in the fifteenth century, in Turkey, after the expulsion from Spain. He was one of the greatest experts in dream interpretation in the Jewish tradition. He wrote a book, the Pitron Halomot, that codifies all the Talmudic methods for deciphering dreams."

"Dreams." Avi didn't hide his skepticism. "David, it's 2024. You're telling me a Hamas agent has a photo of a medieval book about dreams, and that's critical?"

"I'm telling you he has a photo of a manuscript that was never published. A text I've seen only once, fifteen years ago, in the secret archives of the Mea Shearim yeshiva. A text called the Codex of Dreams that was kept in an armored safe."

The silence that followed was more eloquent than any question. Avi slowly straightened in his chair.

"You're telling me this manuscript was stolen?"

"I don't know. But something doesn't add up." David pointed at the screen. "Look at the context of the photo. It's not a scan. It's a photo of the actual manuscript, laid on a surface. Someone had it in hand. Someone photographed it for Mahmoud. Why?"

Avi looked at the image for a long moment. Then he said: "I'll have it checked. Contact the yeshiva. See if the manuscript is still in their safe."

"Do it now."

"David..."

"Do it now, Avi. I have a bad feeling."

Avi looked at him. Eight years working together. He had learned to trust David's instincts. They had saved his life more than once.

He picked up the phone. Dialed a number. Spoke quickly in Hebrew, asking questions, listening to answers. His face changed. Became more serious. More tense.

When he hung up, he was silent for a few seconds. Then:

"The Codex was stolen. Three months ago. The yeshiva kept it secret. They didn't want it known."

David felt something knot in his stomach. The familiar sensation. The one that always preceded the worst missions. The one that said: you don't know yet what you're getting into, but it's already too late to back out.

"There's more," Avi continued. "I received a call this morning. From above. Very high up. Someone wants to see you. Someone working on a classified project. A project that has to do with... all of this."

"With stolen manuscripts?"

"With dreams." Avi stood. "I can't tell you more here. But prepare yourself, David. What you're about to see is going to change your perception of reality."

David stayed seated. He looked at the photo of the manuscript on the screen. The ancient Hebrew letters. The mystical illuminations. Rav Almoli's seal.

Fifteen years earlier, at the yeshiva, he had heard about this Codex. They said it contained forbidden secrets. Dangerous knowledge. A page—page 72—that no one was allowed to read. A page sealed with a warning: "He who opens this knowledge will trigger the end of times."

At the time, David had taken it for superstition. Old rabbi stories to impress students. He no longer believed in such things. He no longer believed in dreams, prophecies, invisible worlds. He had locked everything behind a door. A door he had no intention of opening.

But now someone had stolen the Codex. A Hamas agent had the photo. And someone, somewhere, wanted to show him something related to dreams.

"Avi," he said, standing. "Before going to see this classified project. I need to do something."

"What?"

"Visit someone. Someone who can explain what's really in this manuscript."

Avi looked at him. "The meeting is at noon. At the Neuroscience Research Center. Tel Aviv University."

"I'll be there."

"David." Avi hesitated. "Whatever you learn, whatever you see... keep your feet on the ground. Okay?"

David nodded. But deep down, he knew it might already be too late to keep his feet on the ground.

Something was coming. Something that would force him to reopen that door he had closed seven years ago.

The door of dreams.

* * *

The alley was narrow, paved with irregular stones that the midday sun transformed into blinding mirrors. Nahlaot neighborhood, Jerusalem. A labyrinth of dilapidated Ottoman houses, tiny synagogues, interior courtyards where faded laundry hung to dry. Old Jerusalem. The Jerusalem before modern buildings and trams. A world that seemed to exist outside of time.

David stopped in front of a blue door with peeling paint. No name. No doorbell. Just a bronze knocker in the shape of a Hand of Fatima, strangely incongruous on a Jewish door. He knocked three times. Waited.

The door opened onto a darkness perfumed with incense and old books.

Rav Eliezer Morgenstern appeared in the doorway. Eighty-two years old, small, stooped, his long white beard cascading over his chest like a river of snow. He wore a worn black robe, a dark velvet hat. His face was wrinkled like an ancient parchment that had been folded and unfolded a thousand times. But his eyes—his eyes were of a disturbing clarity. Young eyes in an old face. Eyes that seemed to see beyond appearances.

"David Weiss." The voice was soft, slightly amused. "Seven years. No news, no visit, not even a card for Rosh Hashanah. And now you arrive, and I bet you have questions."

"Rabbi, I..."

"Come in." The Rav stepped back, opening the door wider. "But I warn you: the answers I give are rarely the ones people want to hear."

David entered. The interior of the house was exactly as he remembered. Shelves from floor to ceiling, groaning under ancient books, some seeming older than the State of Israel itself. Manuscripts stacked on every available surface—tables, chairs, window ledges. Notes scrawled in Hebrew, Aramaic, Ladino, Judeo-Spanish, tacked to the walls with pins. The smell of aged paper, candle wax, something deeper—the scent of centuries of accumulated knowledge.

The Rav guided him to a small cluttered sitting room. Motioned for him to sit in a worn armchair. He himself settled into a rocking chair that creaked under his featherweight.

"Do you want tea?" he asked.

"No. Rabbi, I don't have much time."

"You've always felt you don't have much time, David. Even when you were my student, you were running. Running toward the army, toward the Mossad, toward something you couldn't name. You're still running."

David clenched his teeth. He hadn't come for a therapy session.

"I came about the Codex," he said. "The Codex of Dreams."

The Rav didn't answer immediately. He looked at David for a long moment, his clear eyes scrutinizing, evaluating, measuring.

"What do you already know?" he finally asked.

"I know it was stolen. Three months ago. I know a photo of the manuscript appeared in Egypt, at a Hamas agent's place. I know it contains something—a page, page 72—that no one is supposed to read."

The Rav nodded slowly. "And you want to know what's on that page."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because it's my mission. Because I've been asked to find the Codex."

The Rav smiled sadly. "That's not why. You want to know because it concerns you personally. Because you haven't dreamed in seven years, and you sense this manuscript has something to do with that void in your mind."

David didn't answer. But something in his stomach tightened. How could the Rav know? How could he see through him so clearly?

"Rabbi," he said in a lower voice, "what's in this Codex?"

The Rav rose slowly. Went to one of the shelves. Searched among the books, pulled out a volume bound in worn leather. Placed it on the table between them.

"Rav Shlomo Almoli," he said, opening the book, "lived in a time of catastrophe. The expulsion from Spain in 1492. Three hundred years of Jewish life swept away in a few months. He fled to Turkey with his family. And there, he began to write."

The Rav turned the pages. Ancient illustrations appeared. Diagrams. Kabbalistic schematics.

"His public book, the Pitron Halomot, is a dream interpretation manual based on the Talmud. But the Codex of Dreams... that's something else. It's a secret book. A book he never published. A book that contains a discovery he made in the last years of his life."

"What discovery?"

The Rav raised his eyes. "That dreams are not what we believe."

David waited.

"We think dreams are reflections of reality," the Rav continued. "Images produced by our brains from our experiences, our memories, our desires. Freud thought they revealed our unconscious. Jung thought they expressed universal archetypes. But Rav Almoli discovered something else. He discovered that dreams are compensations."

"Compensations?"

"Reality and dreams are two plates of the same scale, David. What happens in one affects the other. When a righteous man should die in this world, God sends him death in a dream, and he survives in reality. When an evil man should receive a reward, God gives it to him in a dream, and he loses it in reality."

The Rav leaned forward.

"Dreams are divine accounting. That's where God balances accounts between this world—the Olam Hazeh—and the World to Come—the Olam HaBa. What you gain in dreams, you lose in reality. What you lose in dreams, you gain in reality. It's a perfect system. A cosmic balance."

David shook his head. "Rabbi, with all due respect, this is mysticism. It's not science."

"Really?" The Rav smiled. "Then explain to me why the Mossad chose you for this mission. Explain to me why someone stole this manuscript and gave it to Hamas. Do you really think a terrorist organization is interested in medieval superstitions?"

David didn't answer.

"Rav Almoli," Morgenstern continued, "discovered something else. Something terribly dangerous. He discovered how to manipulate this scale. How to take control of divine accounting."

"Page 72."

"Page 72." The Rav nodded. "Instructions for transforming a dream into reality. For stealing someone's reward during their sleep and keeping it for yourself. For inflicting all punishments on them in dreams and creating a life of blessing for them—or the reverse. For hacking, as you say now, the very system that balances justice between worlds."

David felt a chill run through him despite the heat of the room.

"And if someone used these instructions?" he asked.

"They could steal people's eternity. Their share in the World to Come. Their reward for a lifetime of good. They could redistribute divine justice according to their own will." The Rav fixed him intensely. "Do you understand now why Rav Almoli sealed this page with a warning? Do you understand why no one dared open it for five hundred years?"

"And now someone has opened it."

"Yes. And that someone has given this knowledge to people who want to use it. Against whom, David? Why would Hamas be interested in stealing dreams?"

David thought about Mahmoud al-Rashid. The Cairo apartment. The photo of the manuscript hanging on the wall like a trophy. Why would a Hamas agent need this knowledge? What could he do with it?

"I have to go," he said, standing. "I have a meeting. But I'll come back, Rabbi. I'll have more questions."

The Rav nodded. "You'll come back, yes. But you won't be the same man who entered here today." He rose slowly, accompanied David to the door. "David."

"Yes?"

"You stopped dreaming seven years ago. After Rachel's death."

David froze. He had never spoken about Rachel to the Rav. He never spoke about her to anyone.

"How do you know?"

"Because I know you. Because I know what you did to protect yourself from the pain. You closed a door in your mind. You blocked dreams so you wouldn't have to see her, night after night, dying in that bus."

The Rav placed a hand on his shoulder.

"But dreams are more than images, David. They are the connection between your soul and heaven. When you closed that door, you didn't just stop the nightmares. You cut something deeper. You isolated yourself from the Olam HaBa. From the World to Come."

David swallowed. He didn't want to hear this. He didn't want to think about it.

"I have to go," he repeated.

"Go. But remember this: the dreams have found you again. And this time, you won't be able to run from them."

David stepped out into the sun-drenched alley. Behind him, the blue door closed softly. He stood motionless for a moment, heart beating too fast, head full of words he didn't want to have heard.

Dreams are divine accounting. You cut something deeper. You won't be able to run from them.

His phone vibrated. Message from Avi.

"Where are you? The meeting is in one hour. Neuroscience Research Center. Don't be late."

David took a deep breath. Put away the phone. Started walking toward the nearest bus station.

He didn't yet know what awaited him at the Research Center. He didn't yet know that he was going to discover a secret laboratory, a technology that transformed dreams into data, a woman willing to do anything to save her son, and an invisible enemy preparing something terrible.

But he felt, in his bones, in his gut, in that part of himself that had learned to detect danger before it arrived—he felt that his life had just tipped over.

The Rav was right.

The dreams had found him again.

And this time, he was going to have to face them.




CHAPTER 2 — "Page Seventy-Two"

"The Codex of Dreams"

Bus 74 was descending from Jerusalem to Tel Aviv, winding between the Judean hills dotted with pines and cypresses. David watched through the window without really seeing the landscape. Rav Morgenstern's words turned in his head like shards of broken glass, impossible to grasp without cutting himself.

Dreams are divine accounting.

You cut something deeper.

You won't be able to run from them.

The bus passed the charred remains of an armored vehicle from 1948, left there as a memorial to the War of Independence. Dozens of wrecks like this one lined the road, silent witnesses to the convoys that had tried to supply besieged Jerusalem. Every time David made this trip, he saw them. Every time, he thought of all those who had died on this road. And now, he also thought of Rachel.

She had died on a road too. Not this one. A Tel Aviv street. On a bus. Like the one he was riding now.

He closed his eyes. Chased away the image. Focused on his breathing. Basic mental control technique: when thoughts become overwhelming, return to the body. To breath. To physical anchoring.

He reopened his eyes. Took out his phone. Looked at the photo of the manuscript he had taken in Cairo.

The Codex of Dreams.

During the trip from Nahlaot to Jerusalem's central bus station, he had searched for information on Rav Shlomo Almoli. What he found confirmed what Morgenstern had told him, but added troubling details.

Shlomo Almoli was born in Thessaloniki around 1485, into a family of rabbis expelled from Spain. He had studied medicine, philosophy, and Kabbalah. He had become one of the greatest experts in oneiromancy—dream interpretation—of his era. His public book, the Pitron Halomot, published in 1515, was still studied today in certain yeshivot. It compiled all the Talmudic methods of interpretation, creating a rigorous system based on gematria and symbolic correspondences.

But the Codex of Dreams was different. It wasn't an interpretation book. It was a transformation book.

According to the sources David had found—fragmentary, often contradictory—Rav Almoli had written the Codex in the last years of his life, after a series of prophetic dreams that had shaken him. He had recorded forbidden techniques, transmitted orally through generations of kabbalists, to manipulate the boundary between the dreamworld and the physical world. Techniques so dangerous that he had sealed certain pages with solemn warnings.

Page 72 was the most feared. The one that explained how to transform a dream into reality. How to steal someone's share in the World to Come by manipulating their dreams.

David shook his head. All this sounded like medieval superstition. Old rabbi stories to frighten students. And yet...

And yet, someone had stolen this manuscript. Someone had given it to Hamas. Someone believed enough in its power to organize a theft from an ultra-secure vault.

And now, the Mossad wanted to show him something. A classified project. Related to dreams.

The bus passed Sha'ar HaGai, the "Gate of the Valley," where the road plunged between two steep cliffs. The most dangerous spot on the route in 1948. The place where convoys were most vulnerable to ambushes. David thought of the men who had made this journey seventy-six years ago, knowing they risked their lives at every turn. They had no drones, no satellites, no real-time intelligence. They had their courage and their faith.

And now, he, David Weiss, Mossad agent armed with all the technology of the twenty-first century, found himself facing an enemy he didn't understand. An enemy using dreams as weapons. An invisible, intangible enemy, impossible to locate on a map.

How did you fight something like that?

His phone vibrated. Incoming call. Number blocked. He answered.

"David Weiss?" A woman's voice. Young. Tense.

"Who is this?"

"Dr. Sarah Katz. I run the Targoum Project. Avi Goldstein told me you were coming to see me."

"I'm on the bus. I'll be there in an hour."

"Good. I'm sending you the exact address. Basement of the Neuroscience Research Center. Don't talk to anyone. Don't say where you're going."

"Doctor Katz..."

"Sarah."

"Sarah. What is the Targoum Project?"

A silence. Then: "It's something you have to see to understand. Words aren't enough."

She hung up.

David looked at his phone screen. The address appeared. Tel Aviv University. Ramat Aviv campus. Building 405.

He put away his phone. Looked out the window again. The bus was leaving the hills, descending toward the coastal plain. In the distance, the first towers of Tel Aviv could be seen, shimmering in the heat haze like a mirage.

Targoum.

In Hebrew, the word meant "translation." It was also the name of the ancient Aramaic translations of the Bible, made for Jews who no longer understood Hebrew after the Babylonian exile. The Targum Onkelos. The Targum Yonatan. Bridges between two languages, two worlds, two ways of understanding the sacred.

Why call a secret Mossad project "Targoum"? What was being translated? From one language to another? From one world to another?

From dream to reality?

David felt a chill despite the stifling heat of the bus. He was beginning to understand. Not everything, not yet, but the puzzle pieces were slowly coming together in his mind.

The Codex of Dreams contained techniques to manipulate dreams.

The Targoum Project was an operation related to dreams.

Hamas had a photo of the Codex.

Someone, somewhere, was preparing something. An attack of a new kind. An attack that didn't target bodies, but minds. Not buildings, but souls.

And the Mossad needed him to stop it.

Why him? Because he no longer dreamed. Because he was, in a way, immune. Because the door he had closed seven years ago—to protect himself from Rachel, to survive her death—made him the only agent capable of facing this enemy without risking compromise.

The irony was almost too perfect. His greatest wound was about to become his greatest weapon.

The bus arrived at Tel Aviv's central station at one o'clock. David got off in the usual chaos—soldiers on leave, families with children, lost tourists, beggars, street musicians. The smell of shawarma and diesel. The noise of announcements in Hebrew, English, Russian, Amharic. Israel in all its chaotic diversity.

He took a taxi to the university. Twenty minutes in traffic on Ibn Gvirol Street, the driver talking nonstop about politics, soccer, his mother-in-law. David answered in monosyllables, his mind elsewhere.

He thought about what Rav Morgenstern had told him about dreams. About divine accounting. About the balance between this world and the World to Come.

It was mysticism. Kabbalah. Ancient beliefs that had no place in the modern, rational, technological world. And yet...

And yet, David had grown up with these ideas. At yeshiva, before the army, he had studied the Talmud, the Mishnah, the commentaries of the great masters. He had learned that the visible world was only part of reality. That hidden dimensions existed, levels of meaning that only initiates could perceive. He had believed in all of it, once. Before the Mossad. Before professional cynicism. Before Rachel.

Rachel's death had changed everything. She had broken something in him. Not just his heart—that was the cliché, the simple version. She had broken his faith. His trust in a higher order. In divine justice. How could you believe in a benevolent God when a twenty-six-year-old woman who had never harmed anyone died torn apart by the nails of a bomb on a bus?

After her death, David had closed all the doors. The door of faith. The door of dreams. The door of hope. He had built himself a minimalist, functional, efficient life. A life without God, without dreams, without expectations. A life where he could no longer be disappointed because he expected nothing more.

And now, seven years later, everything was coming back.

The dreams were coming back.

"We're here, my friend," the driver said.

David paid, got out. The Tel Aviv University campus spread before him, modern, green, peaceful. Students walked between buildings, books under their arms, earphones in their ears. Normal life. The life of people who didn't know what was brewing in the basements of their university.

He found Building 405. The Neuroscience Research Center. A gray concrete building with no particular character, like hundreds of others on campus. He entered, showed a fake ID to the guard, took the elevator down to the basement.

The doors opened onto a white, neon-lit corridor with no windows. At the end, a steel door with a biometric scanner. David approached, not quite sure what to do. But before he could react, the door opened.

Avi Goldstein appeared.

"You're late," he said.

"The bus."

"Come in. And brace yourself. What you're about to see is going to blow your mind."

David entered. The door closed behind him with a pneumatic hiss.

He was ready.

Or at least, he thought he was.

But before meeting Sarah Katz and discovering the Targoum Project, David wanted to understand one thing. He stopped Avi in the corridor.

"Wait. Before we continue. I need to know something."

Avi turned. "What?"

"The Codex. Did you know it existed? Before I sent you that photo?"

Avi hesitated. A fraction of a second, but David saw it. Avi rarely lied, but when he did, he had that micro-movement of the eyes, that gaze that drifted slightly to the left.

"No," Avi said. "I didn't know."

"Liar."

Avi sighed. "David..."

"The Targoum Project has existed for how long? Two years? Three? And you want me to believe no one at the Mossad knew about the Codex of Dreams? A manuscript that explains how to manipulate dreams, and you set up a dream project without knowing it exists?"

Avi didn't answer.

"Who stole it?" David asked. "Who gave the photo to Hamas?"

"We don't know."

"Or you don't want to tell me."

Avi looked him in the eyes. "David. You're my friend. We've worked together for eight years. But there are things I can't tell you. Not yet. Not here." He gestured at the walls, the ceiling. "Ears everywhere. You understand?"

David understood. The Mossad was a paranoid organization by nature. Leaks, moles, compromises—that was daily life. Even between trusted colleagues, you didn't say everything.

"All right," he said. "But you'll owe me explanations. Later."

"Later," Avi promised. "Now come. Sarah's waiting. And believe me, what she's going to show you will answer some of your questions."

They walked down the white corridor. Passed closed doors, mysterious rooms, warning signs. Then they arrived in front of a double steel door wider than the others.

Avi placed his hand on the scanner. A beep. The doors opened.

And David discovered the Targoum Project.

The room was immense. Larger than the building's exterior architecture suggested. As if they had dug deep into the ground to create this secret space, this clandestine laboratory.

Screens everywhere. On walls, on consoles, on desks. Dozens of screens displaying data, graphs, images that looked like color clouds, abstract forms in perpetual mutation. Servers hummed in a corner, their lights blinking like constellations. Cables ran across the floor, the ceiling, connecting everything to everything in a complex network.

And at the center of the room, behind thick glass, an isolated chamber. A medical bed. Sophisticated equipment. Monitors displaying curves, numbers, waves.

A man lay on the bed. Connected to electrodes. Asleep.

Or something that resembled sleep.

"Welcome to the Targoum Project," said a voice behind David.

He turned around.

A woman stood there. Thirties, black hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, wrinkled white coat. Her eyes were red, shadowed, as if she hadn't slept in days. But her gaze was sharp, intense, almost feverish.

"Dr. Sarah Katz," she said, extending her hand.

David shook it. The hand was cold, firm.

"David Weiss."

"I know who you are." She fixed him with a disturbing intensity. "Avi told me everything. You haven't dreamed in seven years."

It wasn't a question.

"No," David said. "I don't dream anymore."

"Why?"

David didn't answer. He wasn't going to talk about Rachel to a stranger, even a Mossad scientist.

Sarah seemed to understand. She nodded, turned away.

"Come. I'm going to show you what we do here. And why we need you."

She walked toward the screens. David followed. Avi stayed back, observing.

"In Hebrew," Sarah said, "Targoum means translation. That's exactly what we do: we translate brain activity into exploitable data."

She tapped on a keyboard. One of the screens displayed a complex schematic of interconnected neurons, pulsing with bright colors.

"More specifically," she continued, "we translate dreams."

David looked at the screen. Then at the sleeping man behind the glass. Then at Sarah.

"You can read people's dreams?" he asked slowly.

Sarah smiled. A tired, almost sad smile.

"Read, no. Not exactly. But we can do something far more powerful."

She clicked on another file. New images appeared. Shapes. Colors. Fragments of faces forming and dissolving like ghosts.

"We can enter them."

David felt something knot in his stomach.

Enter them.

Enter dreams.

Like the Safed kabbalists.

Like Rav Almoli.

Like the Guardian.

He didn't yet know who the Guardian was. He didn't yet know what awaited him. But he understood, at that precise moment, that his life had just tipped over definitively.

The dreams had found him again.

And now, he was going to have to plunge into them.




CHAPTER 3 — "The Targoum Project"

The control room resembled a technological hive, buzzing with screens and servers. David stood motionless for a moment, trying to absorb what he was seeing. Dozens of monitors displayed incomprehensible data—sinusoidal curves, color spectra, numbers scrolling too fast to be read. Cables ran everywhere like artificial veins. The air itself seemed charged with electricity, with something that vibrated at the limit of perception.

"Impressive, isn't it?"

Sarah Katz had approached a central console, her fingers flying over the keyboard. She didn't wait for his answer.

"Three years of development. Forty-two million shekels in budget. Officially, we're a sleep disorders research laboratory. Unofficially..." She made a gesture encompassing the room. "We're the only place in the world where modern science and ancient mysticism work together."

David approached the screens. On one of them, abstract forms were taking shape and dissolving—color clouds pulsing like living organisms.

"What is this?" he asked.

"A dream." Sarah tapped on the keyboard. The image stabilized slightly. "That of our current subject. A volunteer. Doctoral student. He's dreaming right now, and we're capturing every neural impulse, every electrochemical discharge."

"And these shapes... are these his thoughts?"

"Not exactly." Sarah turned to him, and David saw in her eyes that feverish gleam he had noticed earlier. The passion of a scientist touching something great. "They're patterns. Signatures. The human brain produces about eighty-six billion neurons, each connected to thousands of others. During REM sleep, these connections activate in a particular way. They create unique configurations. What you're seeing is the mapping of these configurations."

"But how do you go from... that..." David pointed at the abstract shapes. "...to something understandable? To a dream with images, sounds, a story?"

Sarah smiled. A tired but sincere smile.

"That's exactly the right question. And that's where Rav Almoli comes in."

She brought up a new file on the screen. A complex diagram, with Hebrew letters connected by colored lines.

"The problem with dream neuroscience, always, has been interpretation. We can record brain activity. We can measure it, quantify it, visualize it. But we can't read it. Because dreams don't follow linear logic. They don't tell stories in the classical sense. They work by association, by symbol, by pure emotion."

She paused, as if searching for the right words.

"Two years ago, I read Rav Almoli's work by chance. I was convalescing after... after Daniel's accident. I couldn't work. I couldn't sleep. I read everything I could get my hands on. And I came across the Pitron Halomot."

"The dream interpretation book."

"You know it?"

"I studied at yeshiva. A long time ago."

Sarah nodded. "Then you know that Rav Almoli didn't approach dreams like Freud or Jung. He wasn't looking for psychological meanings. He was looking for mathematical correspondences."

"Gematria."

"Exactly. Each dream symbol corresponds to a numerical value. Each numerical value corresponds to Hebrew letters. Each combination of letters corresponds to biblical verses that reveal the meaning. It's an algorithm. A decoding system."

She turned to him, eyes shining.

"David, I realized something that night. Rav Almoli wasn't a mystic playing with numbers. He was a precursor of artificial intelligence. He had created, in the fifteenth century, a pattern recognition system based on codifiable rules. Exactly what we're trying to do today with machine learning."

David was beginning to understand. "You created an AI based on his system."

"I did more than that." Sarah brought up a new window on the screen. Lines of code scrolled by. "I fed our AI thousands of recorded dreams. Millions of brain patterns. And I taught it to decode them using Rav Almoli's algorithms. The gematria. The symbolic correspondences. The twenty-two letters as interpretation keys."

She clicked a button. The abstract shapes on the screen transformed. Slowly, recognizable images appeared. A street. A face. A hand.

"And it works," David murmured.

"It works." Sarah looked at him. "We can now observe dreams with unprecedented precision. We can identify the symbols, emotions, memories that compose them. But that's not all."

She hesitated. David saw her hands trembling slightly on the keyboard.

"We've discovered something else. Something we don't yet fully understand. Something that goes beyond everything neuroscience predicted."

"What?"

Sarah took a deep breath.

"We can enter them."

The silence that followed was heavy, charged.

David looked at the screen. Looked at Sarah. Looked at the isolated chamber behind the glass, where the student slept peacefully, connected to his electrodes.

"Enter," he repeated slowly. "You mean... physically?"

"Not physically, no. Neurochemically." Sarah rose, took a few steps toward the glass. "We discovered that if we synchronize the brain activity of two subjects during REM sleep, we can create a bridge. A shared space. The dreamer continues to generate their dreamworld, but a second subject can access it. Observe. Interact."

"Like in Inception."

Sarah gave a small joyless laugh. "The movie popularized the idea, but reality is different. More complex. More dangerous." She turned to him. "In a shared dream, you're not a passive spectator. You're an active element. The dreamer can perceive you. Integrate you into their narrative. Or reject you."

"Reject how?"

"The human brain is territorial. It doesn't like intrusions. When we ran our first tests, intruding subjects were systematically attacked by the dreamer. Not consciously—the dreamer didn't know someone else was there. But their unconscious created obstacles, threats, traps. Like an immune system fighting a virus."

David thought about what Rav Morgenstern had told him. Dreams are divine accounting. If that was true, then entering someone's dream was hacking their connection to heaven. No wonder the unconscious defended itself.

"You've overcome this problem?" he asked.

"Partially. We've developed techniques for the intruder to remain discreet. To blend into the dream's scenery rather than being noticed. But it's not foolproof. And above all..." Sarah hesitated again. "Above all, we need the Codex to go further."

"Further?"

"Right now, we can enter dreams and observe. Sometimes interact slightly. But we can't transform them. We can't change the narrative from inside. Rav Almoli had discovered how to do that. Page 72. Instructions for manipulating the boundary between dream and reality."

David felt a chill run through him. "And now, someone else has those instructions."

"Yes. Someone who could use our technology—or a version of our technology—for very different objectives."

Avi, who had remained silent until then, stepped forward.

"That's why you're here, David. We need to find the Codex. We need to understand who stole it, why they gave it to Hamas, and what they're planning. And for that, we need someone who can enter dreams without risking compromise."

"Because I don't dream anymore," David said. It wasn't a question.

"Exactly." Sarah looked at him with an almost painful intensity. "Your medical files show a total absence of REM activity for seven years. That's extremely rare. Normally, a human deprived of REM sleep develops serious disorders—hallucinations, psychosis, cognitive collapse. But you... you function. You're stable. It's as if your brain found another way to compensate."

Compensate. The word resonated in David's mind. That was exactly what Rav Morgenstern had said. Dreams are compensations. And he, for seven years, no longer needed to compensate. Because he had lost everything. There was nothing left to balance.

"If you don't dream," Sarah continued, "you're immune to dream manipulation. No one can enter your dreams to attack you. No one can trap you, transform you, steal from you. You're... untouchable."

"Untouchable," David repeated with bitterness. "That's one way of looking at it."

Sarah didn't answer. But something in her gaze changed. A glimmer of understanding. Of compassion perhaps.

"There's something else," she said softly. "Something I have to show you. The reason I created all this."

She headed toward a door on the side of the room. Opened it. Motioned for David to follow.

The room was smaller than the control room. Darker too. A single dim lamp illuminated a medical bed in the center, surrounded by equipment similar to what he had seen in the student's chamber. But here, the atmosphere was different. More intimate. Sadder.

On the bed, a child slept.

Eight years old, maybe nine. Black, curly hair falling over a pale forehead. Thin, delicate face, with long eyelashes casting shadows on his cheeks. He looked peaceful. Serene. As if having a beautiful dream.

But David knew this wasn't normal sleep.

"My son," Sarah said. Her voice was a whisper. "Daniel."

She approached the bed. Gently stroked the child's hair. David saw her hand tremble.

"Eighteen months ago, we were coming back from a birthday party. A friend of his, in Herzliya. It was late. Daniel was sleeping in the back seat." She closed her eyes for a moment. "A truck ran a red light. Hit us head-on. Passenger side. Where Daniel was sleeping."

David said nothing. There was nothing to say.

"I had a few broken ribs. A concussion. Nothing serious. But Daniel..." Sarah reopened her eyes. They were bright with contained tears. "Severe head trauma. Brain hemorrhage. The doctors said he would probably never wake up. That he was in a vegetative coma. That I needed to prepare myself to..."

She didn't finish the sentence.

"But it's not a vegetative coma," David said.

"No." Sarah shook her head. "Not at all. Look."

She pointed to the monitors around the bed. Curves oscillated regularly. Numbers blinked.

"His brain is active. Extremely active. He's in permanent REM phase. Twenty-four hours a day. His dream activity is more intense than anything we've ever recorded. It's as if..." She searched for words. "It's as if he's living in his dream. Completely. Totally."

David looked at the child. So peaceful. So far away.

"You've tried to enter his dream," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Several times." Sarah nodded. "That's why I created the Targoum Project. Not for the Mossad. Not for national defense. For him. For Daniel. I wanted to enter his dream. Talk to him. Find him. Bring him back."

"And?"

Sarah looked away. "I failed. Every time."

"Why?"

"His dream is... different. Deeper. More complex. There's something in there holding him. A trauma, perhaps. A fear. A block. Every time I try to approach him, I'm pushed back. As if his unconscious recognizes me and rejects me."

"Maybe because you're his mother," David said softly. "Maybe it's too... loaded."

Sarah looked at him. A tear rolled down her cheek. She didn't wipe it away.

"That's what I tell myself. That our bond is too strong. Too complicated. That Daniel senses my presence and it triggers something in him. Something that prevents him from coming back."

She took a deep breath. Straightened up.

"But now, there's another possibility. The Codex. Page 72. Instructions for transforming a dream into reality. If I could get it... if I could understand how it works... I might be able to bring Daniel out of his dreamworld. Bring him back to reality."

"And someone stole it before you."

"Yes." The word was loaded with pain. With anger too. "Someone stole it. And now, that someone could use my work—three years of research, all my technology—for objectives I dare not even imagine."

She turned to David.

"You understand now why I need you. Not just the Mossad. Me. Personally. I need someone who can find the Codex. Who can stop those who stole it. And who can..." She hesitated. "Who can maybe, one day, help me save my son."

David looked at the sleeping child. Then he looked at Sarah. This exhausted, determined woman, broken but not defeated. A mother ready to do anything for her son. Even collaborate with the intelligence services. Even send agents into territories whose rules no one truly understood.

He thought of Rachel. Of what he would have done to save her. Of what he would still do today if it were possible.

"All right," he said. "I'm in."

* * *

They returned to the control room. Avi was waiting, arms crossed, face grave.

"You've seen Daniel," he said to David.

"Yes."

"And you understand what's at stake."

"I understand." David sat in a chair. Felt the day's fatigue weighing on his shoulders. "What exactly do you expect from me?"

Avi and Sarah exchanged a look.

"We have a test subject," Sarah said. "A terrorist. Captured three days ago after an attempted attack in Jerusalem. He refuses to talk under standard interrogation. But he sleeps. And when he sleeps, he dreams."

"You want me to enter his dream," David understood.

"Exactly. First dive. Tomorrow morning." Sarah sat across from him. "You'll be our guinea pig and our agent at the same time. If it works, we'll prove the Targoum Project is operational. That we can extract information directly from a hostile subject's unconscious."

"And if it fails?"

Sarah didn't answer immediately. It was Avi who spoke.

"If it fails, we'll try again. We'll adjust. We'll learn." He placed a hand on David's shoulder. "But it's not going to fail. Because you're the best agent I've ever trained. And because you're the only one who can do this without risk."

"Without risk," David repeated. "Entering a terrorist's brain is without risk?"

"Less risky than for anyone else. Because you have no dreams to hack in return. You're a closed system. Unassailable."

David thought about what Sarah had said. Untouchable. It was ironic. For seven years, he had built walls around himself for protection. And now, those walls were going to serve him to attack.

"The terrorist," he said. "Is it Youssef al-Qadi?"

Avi shook his head. "No. Al-Qadi is in Cairo. This one is a field operative. An executor. But according to our intelligence, he's had contact with the same network. The same coordinator."

"The Guardian," David murmured.

Avi and Sarah froze.

"How do you know that name?" Avi asked.

"The photo of the manuscript. At al-Qadi's. There were annotations in the margin. In Arabic. I could decipher a few words. 'The Guardian orders.' 'The Guardian awaits.'"

Avi and Sarah exchanged another look. More tense this time.

"The Guardian," Sarah said slowly, "is the code name for the mastermind of the operation. The one who stole the Codex. The one coordinating everything. No one has ever seen him. No one knows who he is. But he's behind every piece of the puzzle."

"And you think the terrorist knows something about him."

"We think his unconscious knows things his conscious refuses to reveal. Images. Voices. Memories he's repressed or forgotten. If you can access his dream, you might find a lead. A face. A place. Something that will lead us to the Guardian."

David nodded slowly. It was a mission like any other. Infiltration. Information extraction. Hostile territory. Except the territory, this time, was the human mind. The unconscious of a man who had wanted to kill innocents.

"All right," he said. "Tomorrow morning. First dive."

Sarah smiled. A tired but relieved smile.

"Thank you. You don't know what this means to me."

"Yes," David said. "I do."

He thought of Rachel. Of what he would have given for a chance to find her again. Even in a dream. Even for a few minutes.

"One last thing," he said. "Rav Morgenstern. Do you know him?"

Sarah nodded. "He's been advising us from the start. He knows the ancient texts better than anyone. He helped us calibrate the AI, understand the symbols."

"I want to see him before the dive. Tomorrow morning. I need him to prepare me."

"That's planned," Avi said. "He'll be there at six. He'll teach you the basics of dream navigation. The symbols. The anchors. The traps."

David stood. His legs were heavy. His mind, saturated.

"I'm going home. Try to sleep."

"Try," Sarah repeated with a small sad laugh. "You're going to have a sleepless night, like me before every dive."

"Probably."

He headed for the door. Stopped. Turned around.

"Sarah. Daniel. After this mission... after the Guardian... I'll help you bring him back. I promise."

Sarah looked at him. Her eyes were shining.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you."

David nodded. Left the room. Crossed the white corridor. Took the elevator. Left the building.

Outside, the sun was setting over Tel Aviv. The sky was orange and purple, streaked with golden clouds. Beautiful. Almost unreal. Like a dream.

David stood motionless for a moment, breathing in the warm evening air. Tomorrow, he was going to enter a terrorist's mind. Tomorrow, he was going to cross the boundary between conscious and unconscious. Tomorrow, he was going to return to the world of dreams he had fled for seven years.

He didn't know what he would find there.

But he knew one thing: the Rav had been right.

The dreams had found him again.

And this time, he could no longer run.




CHAPTER 4 — "The First Dive"

"First Dive"

The night before the first dive, David didn't sleep.

It wasn't by choice. It was by impossibility. His body craved sleep—every muscle, every bone screamed with exhaustion after this day that had changed everything—but his mind refused to let go. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Daniel's face. The underground laboratory. The abstract forms on the screens representing a stranger's dreams.

And tomorrow, it would be him on that bed. Him, connected to electrodes. Him, diving into a terrorist's mind.

At three in the morning, he abandoned all pretense of rest. He dressed, left his apartment, and walked through the deserted streets of Tel Aviv.

The city was different at night. Quieter, obviously, but also truer in a way. Without the frenzy of day, without the horns and conversations and music spilling from cafés, you could feel the real pulse of the place. The murmur of the sea at the end of the streets. The breath of wind between the Bauhaus buildings. The smell of jasmine from private gardens overflowing onto sidewalks.

David walked toward the beach promenade. The Mediterranean spread before him, black and immense, speckled with lunar reflections. Waves arrived regularly on the sand, like breathing. Like the rhythm of sleep. Like the rhythm of dreams.

Seven years since he had dreamed. Seven years of black, protective, empty sleep. And in a few hours, he was going to voluntarily plug himself into a machine that would plunge him directly into a dream. Not his own. Someone else's. A terrorist's. A man who had wanted to kill innocents. A man whose unconscious was probably as violent as his acts.

What was he going to find in there?

Rav Morgenstern had told him about the dangers. In someone else's dream, you're a visitor. An intruder. And the dreamer can sense you. What did that mean concretely? Would Youssef attack him? Would his unconscious create monsters, traps, nightmares to repel him?

And above all: would David be able to maintain control?

He sat on a bench facing the sea. Took out his phone. Checked the time. 3:47. More than two hours before the briefing.

A message from Sarah appeared: "Briefing at 6. Be ready. Physically and mentally."

Mentally. As if you could mentally prepare to enter another's brain. As if you could anticipate what hides in the dark corners of the human mind.

David stayed on the bench until dawn. He watched the sky pass from black to gray, then pink, then orange. He watched the sun emerge from behind the buildings of Jaffa, casting long shadows on the beach. He watched the first joggers appear on the promenade, then the first swimmers, then the first street vendors with their carts of coffee and bagels.

Life resumed. As always. No matter what happened in secret basements and tormented minds, life went on.

At five, David went home. Took a cold shower to chase away the last traces of fatigue. Dressed in comfortable clothes, as Sarah had requested—a cotton T-shirt, sweatpants. No coffee. No food. Nothing that could interfere with neurological processes.

At six o'clock sharp, he was in the Research Center basement.

Rav Morgenstern was already there.

He sat in a corner of the control room, on a chair that must have been brought in specially for him. His eyes were closed, his lips moving silently. Prayer. Meditation perhaps. A kabbalist's preparation before diving into the mysteries.

When David entered, the Rav opened his eyes.

"David. Come sit near me. We have little time and much to say."

David sat in a chair facing him. The control room buzzed around them—technicians checking equipment, screens displaying data, Sarah giving instructions in a low voice—but the Rav seemed to exist in a bubble of calm.

"You're afraid," the Rav said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes."

"Good. Fear is a good adviser. It will prevent you from making stupid mistakes." The Rav pulled a small book from his robe pocket. Worn, dog-eared, covered with handwritten notes in the margins. "Do you know this book?"

David looked at the cover. Golden Hebrew letters on brown leather. Pitron Halomot. Rav Almoli's public work.

"Dream interpretation," he said.

"It's more than that. It's a navigation manual." The Rav opened the book to a page marked with a silk ribbon. "You're going to enter a dream, David. But it won't be like the dreams you once knew. In your own dreams—when you still had them—you were the creator. The dream universe obeyed your unconscious. But in someone else's dream, you're a visitor. An intruder. And the dreamer can sense you."

"How do I navigate? How do I find what I'm looking for?"

"By understanding the language." The Rav turned a few pages. Diagrams appeared. Hebrew letters surrounded by symbols, connected by colored lines. "Dreams don't speak in words. They speak in symbols. Rav Almoli identified twenty-two primary symbols, corresponding to the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Each letter is a key. Each key opens a door."

David leaned in to see better. The letters were familiar—he had studied them for years at yeshiva—but the associations were new.

"Alef," the Rav said, pointing to the first letter. "The ox. Represents primal force, but also sacrifice. If you see an ox in the dream, or something evoking raw power, it's a door to the dreamer's primal desires. His instincts. His drives."

He moved to the next letter.

"Bet. The house. Represents security, home, but also confinement. A house in a dream can be a refuge or a prison. It depends on the context, the emotion accompanying it."

"Gimel," he continued. "The camel. Journey, exile, crossing the desert. If you see a path, a road, a vehicle, that's Gimel. The dreamer is showing you his journey, where he comes from, where he's going."

David listened, trying to absorb the information. "You want me to memorize all this in an hour?"

The Rav smiled. "No. You already know it. You studied at yeshiva for ten years. You know the letters. You know their mystical meanings, even if you've consciously forgotten them. Your brain will make the connections automatically. All you have to do is listen. Observe. Trust your intuition."

He closed the book. Placed it on his knees.

"But there's something more important than symbols. Something that will make the difference between returning safely or getting lost in another's dream."

"What?"

The Rav fixed him intensely. "Never forget that you're dreaming."

David frowned. "I don't understand."

"In a dream, you forget you're dreaming. That's the fundamental trap. The dream seems real. The sensations are real. The emotions are real. And gradually, you let yourself be absorbed. You become part of the dream. You forget you have another existence, another identity, another world waiting for you."

The Rav leaned forward.

"If you forget you're dreaming in Youssef's dream, you'll be trapped. You'll become part of his universe. You'll lose your identity. And you may not be able to come back."

A shiver ran through David. "How do I remember?"

The Rav took something from his pocket. A small object that he placed in David's palm.

A die.

But not an ordinary die. It was made of ancient bone, yellowed by time, engraved with tiny Hebrew letters on each face. It was surprisingly heavy, dense, as if it contained more matter than its size suggested.

"A totem," the Rav said. "In the movie everyone's seen, they use totems to check if they're in a dream or reality. That's not completely wrong. A personal, familiar object that you know intimately can serve as an anchor."

David rolled the die between his fingers. The engraved letters caught slightly against his skin.

"This die is unique," the Rav continued. "It exists nowhere else. In Youssef's dream, nothing will resemble it. If you doubt, if reality wavers, if you feel you're losing your footing, touch the die. Feel its texture. Its weight. Its density. It will remind you that you're not from here. That you're a visitor. That you have a real world waiting for you."

David squeezed the die in his hand. Solid. Real. Anchor.

"Where does it come from?" he asked.

"From me. I've had it for fifty years. It belonged to my master, who had it from his master, and so on. They say it goes back to the Safed kabbalists, in the sixteenth century. Those who already practiced dream travel."

"And you're giving it to me?"

The Rav smiled. "I'm lending it to you. You'll return it when everything's over. With interest."

"Interest?"

"You'll tell me what you saw. What you learned. Dreams are windows to the soul, David. Even a terrorist's soul has something to teach us."

Sarah appeared beside them. She wore an immaculate white coat, her hair pulled back, her face focused.

"It's ready," she said. "The subject is asleep. Deep REM phase. We have a forty-minute window before he naturally wakes up."

David stood. His legs were slightly unsteady. The sleepless night's fatigue, combined with the adrenaline of what was to follow.

The Rav placed a hand on his shoulder.

"Zakhor," he said. "Remember. You are David Weiss. Mossad agent. Son of Israel. You are awake even when you dream. And whatever you see in there, it's only a dream. Not reality."

"Even if it seems real?"

"Especially if it seems real."

David nodded. Slipped the die into his pocket. Followed Sarah toward the isolated chamber.

Through the glass, he saw Youssef al-Qadi. Lying on a medical bed identical to the one awaiting him, connected to dozens of electrodes. Thirties, black beard, face closed even in sleep. Captured three days earlier after an attempted attack at Jerusalem's central station. A bomb in a backpack. Thirty pounds of explosives and nails. If it had detonated, dozens dead. Hundreds wounded.

And now, this man slept peacefully, dreaming of God knows what, while David prepared to enter his head.

"This way," Sarah said.

She guided him to the medical bed. Helped him lie down. The sheets were cool, clean, impersonal. Like in a hospital. Like in a morgue.

Sarah began attaching electrodes. On his skull first, at precise points she had marked with a marker. On his temples. On the back of his neck. Each electrode was connected to a thin cable running to the surrounding machines.

"You're going to feel slight pressure," she explained as she worked. "That's normal. The neural interface synchronizes your brain activity with his. When you enter REM phase, the system will create a bridge."

"A bridge," David repeated.

"Yes. You won't physically be in his brain, of course. But electrochemically, your neurons will synchronize with his. You'll share the same dream space. You'll see what he sees. Feel what he feels. You'll be in his dream."

"And him? Will he see me?"

Sarah hesitated. "Maybe. Probably. His unconscious will perceive a foreign presence. But he won't necessarily know it's you. You might appear as an element of his dream. A character. A symbol."

"Or a threat."

"That's possible too." Sarah finished attaching the electrodes. Checked the connections on the monitors. "If something goes wrong, I'll wake you. Adrenaline injection. You'll exit the dream instantly."

"And if I don't want to exit? If I find something important and need more time?"

"You won't have more time. Forty minutes is the safety limit. Beyond that, the risks of neurological disorientation increase exponentially." She looked him in the eyes. "David. Promise me you won't play hero in there. If it gets too intense, if you feel you're losing control, touch the die and think about waking up. Okay?"

"Okay."

She nodded. Took a syringe from a tray beside the bed.

"Light sedative. You'll fall asleep naturally. Breathe deeply. Close your eyes. Count down from one hundred."

David closed his eyes. Felt the needle enter his arm. A slight burning, then a warm sensation spreading through his veins.

"One hundred," he said.

His voice already seemed distant.

"Ninety-nine."

The control room sounds were fading.

"Ninety-eight."

The light behind his eyelids was darkening.

"Ninety..."

His right hand closed on the die in his pocket. Solid. Real. Anchor.

"Eighty..."

Something was pulling at him. Something drawing him down. Inward.

"Seventy..."

Sarah's voice, very far away: "He's entering REM phase. Synchronization in progress."

"Sixty..."

Falling. Not a terrifying fall. A gentle descent, as if sliding into warm water. The darkness was dissolving. Shapes appearing. Colors. Sounds.

"Fifty..."

Voices. In Arabic. Cries in the distance. A smell of smoke.

"Forty..."

He was still falling. Deeper. Further.

"Thirty..."

And then he touched ground.

* * *

David opened his eyes.

He was standing in the middle of a street. A Jerusalem street, judging by the white stone architecture, the narrow alleys, the stairs going up and down without apparent logic. But this wasn't the Jerusalem he knew.

The buildings were too tall. Their facades undulated slightly, like reflections in water. The sky above was purple, streaked with golden clouds moving at abnormal speed. Sounds were muffled, as if he had cotton in his ears.

And above all, there were the people.

Silhouettes walked in the street. Some had faces. Others were just shadows, vaguely human forms without distinct features. No one looked at him. No one seemed to see him. They passed beside him as if he didn't exist.

David reached into his pocket. Touched the die. The familiar sensation of ancient bone against his palm immediately reassured him.

I'm dreaming, he told himself. This is Youssef al-Qadi's dream. I'm a visitor.

He looked around, trying to orient himself. The Rav's teachings came back to him. The symbols. The letters. Find the keys.

The street descended toward what looked like a market. Stalls appeared and disappeared, selling impossible fruits, fabrics in changing colors, objects whose function David couldn't identify. It was the souk, transformed by Youssef's unconscious into something vaster, stranger.

Gimel. Journey. The market represented a place of passage, of transaction. Youssef was in motion. Searching for something.

David began to walk. His steps made no sound on the cobblestones. The silhouettes continued to ignore him. That was a good sign, probably. He was blending into the scenery. He wasn't yet perceived as a threat.

He descended toward the market. The stalls became clearer as he approached. One sold books—piles of ancient volumes with worn covers. Another sold weapons—knives, pistols, stranger objects he couldn't identify. A third sold memories—framed photos, children's toys, clothes.

Memories. Youssef's past, displayed like merchandise.

David approached the stall. The photos showed family scenes. A man with a mustache—the father, probably. A woman in hijab smiling at the camera. Two children, a boy and a girl. And in the center, a white house with a garden.

"Want to buy?"

David started. The vendor was looking at him. Not a faceless silhouette this time. A man. A face he recognized.

Youssef al-Qadi.

But not the Youssef he had seen through the laboratory window. A younger Youssef, gentler. Maybe twenty. Before everything that had transformed him into a terrorist.

"Just looking," David said cautiously.

"Everyone looks. No one buys." Young Youssef shrugged. "That's normal. Who would want to buy someone else's past?"

David sensed an opportunity. Dreams speak. You just had to listen.

"That house," he said, pointing to the photo. "Is that your home?"

Young Youssef's face darkened. "It was my home. Before."

"Before what?"

But before Youssef could answer, something changed. The dream's atmosphere shifted. Colors became colder. Sounds sharper. The silhouettes in the street stopped walking. All at the same time. And turned toward David.

Their faces were all identical now.

All resembled Youssef al-Qadi.

Dozens of copies of the terrorist, staring at him with empty eyes.

He's sensed me, David realized. His unconscious has detected me.

"Who are you?" the copies asked in unison, their superimposed voices creating a cavernous echo.

David stepped back. His hand closed on the die in his pocket. Solid. Real.

"I seek the truth," he said in Arabic, choosing his words carefully. In dreams, words had power. "I seek what you hide."

The copies began to laugh. A cold, mechanical, joyless laugh.

"You'll find nothing here," they said. "Here, there's only me. And me and me and me and me..."

The street began to deform. Buildings stretched toward the purple sky. The ground undulated beneath his feet. The copies drew closer, hands reaching toward him.

David squeezed the die harder. Don't forget. I'm dreaming. I control.

But he controlled nothing. This was Youssef's dream. Here, in this dream space, David was nothing but an intruder.

He closed his eyes. Breathed. The letters. The symbols. Find a door. Find the key.

Bet. The house. The door.

He reopened his eyes and looked around. There. At the end of the street twisting upon itself. A blue door. Identical to that of Rav Morgenstern's house in Nahlaot. Strange. Incongruous in this distorted urban landscape.

An anchor. A symbol he had brought with him into the dream.

David started running. The Youssef copies screamed and gave chase. Their footsteps echoed like a thousand drums. Their hands clawed the air behind him.

He reached the door. Pushed it. It opened onto complete darkness.

He plunged in.

And fell.

Vertiginous fall. Wind whistling in his ears. Absolute darkness. David no longer felt his body, felt nothing, just the sensation of descending, sinking into something deeper.

Then, suddenly, he landed.

Not violently. Gently, as if the air had thickened to cushion his fall. His feet touched solid ground. He opened his eyes.

A child's room.

Small. Simple. Walls covered with clumsy drawings—houses, trees, suns with smiling faces. Toys scattered on the floor—a rubber ball, a plastic truck, a torn picture book. A narrow bed against the wall, unmade, as if someone had just gotten up.

And on that bed, a boy.

Eight years old, maybe nine. Black hair, dark eyes. He watched David with a disturbing intensity. Not the fear you'd expect from a child facing a stranger. Something deeper. Older.

"You shouldn't have come here," the child said.

His voice was too mature for his body. Too calm. David understood immediately.

This wasn't really a child. It was Youssef. A version of Youssef. His childhood. His past. David had descended a level. Deeper into the dream. Closer to the source.

"Who are you?" David asked gently.

The child smiled sadly. "I'm the one who was before. Before the war. Before the hatred. Before all of that."

He pointed to one of the drawings on the wall. David approached. It was a child's drawing, clumsy but expressive. A village. Houses. Olive trees. And in the center, a large white house with a garden.

"My house," the child said behind him. "Before they came. Before they destroyed everything."

David felt something tighten in his chest. He knew what was coming. Dreams don't lie. They reveal.

"Who destroyed your house?"

The child looked at him. His eyes were no longer those of a child. They were ancient. Broken.

"Planes. Tanks. Soldiers with blue and white flags. They said my father was a terrorist. They said he was hiding weapons. They shot. Everything burned."

The room's walls began to tremble. Cracks appeared, running along the plaster like veins. Behind the cracks, orange light. Fire.

"My mother," the child continued, his voice becoming harder. "My sister. Everything burned. And I ran. I ran and didn't look back. And now, every night, I come back here. To this room. And every night, it starts again. I watch everything burn. Again and again and again."

The cracks widened. Fire began to lick the edges of the room. The heat was becoming real. Too real.

David reached into his pocket. The die was burning hot against his palm.

"Is that why you wanted to set off a bomb in Jerusalem?" he asked, raising his voice above the crackling flames. "To avenge your family?"

The child stood from the bed. His silhouette was beginning to change. To grow. To age. The childish features hardened. A beard appeared on his cheeks.

"No. Not for revenge." The voice was an adult's now. "So you would understand. So you would know what it feels like to lose everything you love. To wake up every night in the same nightmare."

It was no longer a child before David. It was Youssef. The real Youssef. The adult. The terrorist. But his eyes—his eyes were still those of the child. Broken. Lost. Haunted.

The room was in flames now. The ceiling was collapsing. Smoke filled everything. David felt the heat on his skin, in his lungs. It was too real. Too intense.

"But you didn't come alone," Youssef said, and his voice had changed again. Harder. More dangerous. "You're accompanied. I can sense them. The ones who sent you. You think your technology is unique? You think you're the only one who knows the secrets of dreams?"

David froze. How could Youssef know?

"Someone taught me," Youssef continued. A cruel smile appeared on his lips. "Someone showed me how to protect my dreams. How to fortify them. How to turn them into traps."

The room exploded.

Flames engulfed everything. David screamed, fell to his knees, hands over his ears. The heat was unbearable, unendurable, it burned his skin, his eyes, his lungs.

And then, in the middle of the inferno, he saw something.

A silhouette.

Not Youssef. Someone else. Taller. Darker. A presence that shouldn't have been there, in another's dream.

The man wore a long black robe. His face was hidden in the shadow of his hood. But his hands—his hands held a book. An ancient manuscript. Yellowed pages. Hebrew writing that David recognized.

The Codex of Dreams.

"Who are you?" David shouted through the flames.

The silhouette laughed. A deep, resonant, inhuman laugh.

"I am the Guardian. I am the one who will steal your dreams. I am the one who will take your Olam HaBa."

The silhouette raised the Codex. The pages opened by themselves, turning in the burning wind.

"And soon," the Guardian said, "very soon, fifty thousand souls will burn like this house. Fifty thousand shares of eternity, stolen in a single night."

David tried to rise. To get closer. To see the face beneath the hood. But the flames were too intense, too close.

"Why?" he shouted. "Why do this?"

The Guardian tilted his head. "Because I can. Because you gave me the power. Because your dreams belong to you, until they belong to me."

He closed the Codex. Took a step backward, toward the darkness beyond the flames.

"We'll meet again, David Weiss. In dreams. Always in dreams."

And before David could respond, before he could even move, everything went white.

Blinding.

Deafening.

And he woke up.

* * *

Fluorescent light. White ceiling. Regular beeping of monitors. Sarah's hand on his shoulder, shaking gently.

"David! David, can you hear me?"

He blinked. Reality was re-solidifying around him, slowly, like an image coming back into focus. The laboratory. The screens. The technicians bent over their consoles.

He was back.

His body was drenched in sweat. His heart beat so hard he could hear it in his ears. His hands trembled.

"How long?" he asked, his voice hoarse.

"Twelve minutes. You were in for twelve minutes." Sarah checked the monitors, her eyes moving rapidly from screen to screen. "But your brain levels... it was intense. Extremely intense. What did you see?"

David slowly sat up. Every muscle in his body protested. He looked through the glass. In the adjacent room, Youssef still slept. Peaceful. Serene. As if nothing had happened.

But something had happened. Something terrible.

"I saw someone else," David said. "Someone who shouldn't have been there. Someone who has the Codex."

Rav Morgenstern approached, his face grave. "Describe him."

David closed his eyes, trying to remember. But already, the details were fading. That was the problem with dreams. You could never really hold onto them. They slipped through your fingers like sand.

"Tall. A black robe. A hood. His face was in shadow." David reopened his eyes. "He called himself the Guardian. And he said..."

He stopped. The words stuck in his throat.

"What?" Sarah asked. "What did he say?"

"He said he was going to steal the Olam HaBa of fifty thousand people."

The silence that followed was total. Even the machines seemed to hold their breath.

Then Avi entered the room, phone in hand. His face was pale.

"We have a problem," he said. "A very big problem."

He looked at his phone screen, then looked at David.

"The decrypted communications from the Cairo agent. There's a date. A plan. Seventy-two hours."

"Seventy-two hours until what?" Sarah asked.

"Yom Kippur," Avi said. "The Day of Atonement. The day when all of Israel sleeps at the same time."

David felt his blood run cold. Fifty thousand people. Fifty thousand souls. Stolen in a single night, during the holiest day of the year.

The Guardian wasn't joking.

And they had seventy-two hours to stop him.




CHAPTER 5 — "The Countdown"

Seventy-two hours.

The number spun in David's head like a sentence. Three days. Three nights. And at the end, Yom Kippur. The holiest day of the Jewish year. The day the Guardian would strike.

He sat in the laboratory's control room, a cup of cold coffee in his hands, watching the screens without really seeing them. Around him, the team was bustling. Sarah gave orders to her technicians. Avi was on three different phones. Rav Morgenstern had returned to his corner, eyes closed, lips moving in silent prayer.

Two hours had passed since the first dive. Two hours since David had seen the Guardian in Youssef's dream. Two hours of trying to remember the details, to fix them before they evaporated completely.

That was the problem with dreams. They slipped away. They faded. Even the most intense, the most terrifying, became blurry a few minutes after waking. The brain wasn't designed to retain dream experiences. It treated them as waste, residue to be eliminated.

David closed his eyes. Focused. What had he seen exactly?

The distorted Jerusalem street. The Youssef copies. The blue door. The fall. The child's room. The boy who had become the man. The house in flames. And then...

The Guardian.

Tall. A black robe. A hood hiding his face. And the Codex in his hands.

But what had he missed? What hadn't he noticed at the time but was there, somewhere in the recesses of his memory?

"David."

He opened his eyes. Sarah stood before him, tablet in hand.

"We have the data from your dive. The neural recording." She sat beside him, brought up graphs on the screen. "Look at this."

Curves oscillated, activity peaks, colored zones lighting up and dimming.

"This is your brain during the twelve minutes," Sarah explained. "And this..." She pointed to a particular zone, a massive spike toward the end of the recording. "This is the moment you saw the Guardian."

David looked at the spike. It was enormous. Much larger than everything else.

"What does it mean?"

"It means it wasn't a simple projection of Youssef's unconscious. When you're in someone's dream, everything you see is generated by their brain. Their memories, fears, desires. But this..." Sarah shook her head. "This spike doesn't match Youssef's brain activity. It's an external signature. Someone else was connected to the same dream space."

David felt a chill run through him. "The Guardian was really there. Not a dream creation. A real presence."

"Exactly. He's using technology similar to ours. Perhaps even more advanced. He can enter people's dreams and project his own image there."

"So he's watching us. He knew we were going to enter Youssef's dream. He was waiting for us."

Sarah nodded gravely. "That's why he showed you the Codex. Why he revealed his plan. He wanted us to know he's there. That he controls the situation."

"Why? Why reveal his intentions?"

"Maybe to frighten us. Maybe to push us into making mistakes. Or maybe..." Sarah hesitated. "Maybe he's confident. Certain we can't stop him."

David thought about what the Guardian had said in the dream. You can't stop me. Because I know something you don't.

What did he know? What made him so confident?

Avi approached, putting away his phone. His face was dark.

"I spoke to HQ. The situation is worse than we thought."

"How can it be worse?" David asked.

Avi sat heavily in a chair. "The decrypted communications from Mahmoud al-Rashid. We found references to other agents. Not just a dozen. Dozens. Maybe over a hundred. Scattered throughout Israel. And they've all received the same order: prepare for Yom Kippur."

"Prepare how?"

"We don't know yet. But there's a word that keeps coming up in all the communications: 'Resonance.' The Guardian talks about creating a 'resonance' on Yom Kippur. As if the agents are going to serve as... amplifiers."

Sarah straightened abruptly. "Oh no."

"What?" David asked.

She stood, rushed to a console, typed frantically on the keyboard. Diagrams appeared on the main screen.

"Neural resonance. It's a theory we explored early in the project. If you synchronize enough brains during REM sleep, their brain waves start to align. To resonate together. And this resonance can create an amplification effect."

"Amplification of what?" Avi asked.

Sarah turned to them, face pale.

"Everything. Emotions. Images. Suggestions. A single dream can spread to thousands of people simultaneously. Like a contagion. Like a virus."

Silence fell over the room. David was beginning to understand the horror of the plan.

"The agents," he said slowly. "They're going to serve as relay points. Nodes in a network. They'll sleep on Yom Kippur, connected to the Guardian's system. And through them, he'll infect everyone's dreams around them."

"Fifty thousand people," Sarah murmured. "It's not an arbitrary number. It's the critical threshold. The minimum number to create a national resonance. If the Guardian manages to synchronize fifty thousand brains..."

"He'll be able to enter the dreams of all Israel," Rav Morgenstern finished.

Everyone turned to him. He had approached silently, his face grave.

"It's written in the Codex," he said. "Rav Almoli had theorized this possibility. He called it 'HaHalom HaGadol'—the Great Dream. A dream shared by an entire nation. A moment when all minds are connected, vulnerable, open. And whoever controls this dream..."

"Controls the nation," David said.

"More than that." The Rav sat, his old hands trembling. "He controls their connection to the divine. On Yom Kippur, we ask God for forgiveness. We open our souls. We are closest to Heaven. If the Guardian can intercept this connection, if he can insert himself between the souls of Israel and their Creator..."

He didn't finish his sentence. He didn't need to.

David stood. Adrenaline chased away fatigue.

"How do we stop him?"

Everyone looked at him.

"Seventy-two hours," he repeated. "That's what we have. So how do we use it? What's the plan?"

Avi and Sarah exchanged a look.

"We have two leads," Avi said. "First: identify and neutralize the sleeper agents. If we can prevent them from connecting on Yom Kippur, we break the network."

"How many have we identified?"

"Twelve with certainty. Maybe twenty more under verification. But if there really are a hundred..."

"We won't have time to find them all," David understood.

"No. That's why there's a second lead." Avi turned to Sarah.

She took over. "Find the Guardian himself. He's the center of the network. If he's neutralized, everything collapses."

"And how do we find him? We don't even know who he is."

"But you've seen him," Sarah said. "In the dream. You saw him with your own eyes. Even if it was a projection, even if his face was hidden, there were clues. Details your brain recorded even if you don't consciously remember them."

David frowned. "You mean the information is there, somewhere in my head, but I can't access it?"

"Exactly. The brain records everything. Every visual detail, every sound, every smell. But conscious memory is selective. It only retains a fraction. The rest is stored in the unconscious."

"And how do you access the unconscious?"

Sarah and the Rav answered at the same time:

"Through dreams."

* * *

Twenty minutes later, David was lying on the medical bed again.

Not to enter someone else's dream this time. To enter his own.

"It's different," Sarah explained while attaching the electrodes. "When you enter another's dream, you're a visitor. But in your own dream, you're the creator. You can navigate. Explore. And above all, you can access memories your conscious has forgotten."

"I thought I didn't dream anymore," David said.

"You don't dream naturally. Your brain closed that door seven years ago. But with our technology, we can force it." Sarah hesitated. "It could be... intense. You might see things you've deliberately buried."

Rachel. She was talking about Rachel.

David nodded. "Do it."

Sarah finished the preparations. The Rav approached, placed a hand on David's shoulder.

"In your own dream, you're not safe," he said softly. "On the contrary. Your own demons can be more dangerous than others'. Don't forget the die. Don't forget who you are."

"I won't forget."

Sarah administered the sedative. Warmth spread through his veins. Sounds grew distant. Light dimmed.

And David plunged into his own mind.

* * *

He woke up on a bus.

Bus number 18.

His heart stopped. For a fraction of a second, he couldn't breathe. He knew this bus. He knew every seat, every handrail, every advertisement stuck to the windows. He had studied the photos. The police reports. The survivors' testimonies. He knew this bus better than his own apartment.

This was the bus where Rachel had died.

No. Not now. Not this.

He reached into his pocket. The die was there. He squeezed it with all his strength.

I'm dreaming. I control. I can choose where to go.

But the bus kept moving. Through the windows, he saw Tel Aviv passing by. King George Street. The buildings, trees, pedestrians. Everything seemed normal. Peaceful. An ordinary morning.

Except David knew what was going to happen.

He looked around. The bus was full. Faces he didn't recognize. Ordinary people. Students, mothers, retirees. Twenty-three people who would die in a few minutes.

And there, among them, sitting near the window, eyes closed, a slight smile on her lips...

Rachel.

David felt his legs weaken. She was exactly as in his memory. The curly brown hair. The fine, delicate face. The long lashes casting shadows on her cheeks. She wore the blue dress she loved so much. The one she wore the day they met at university.

She was so beautiful. So alive.

And in a few minutes, she would be dead.

David wanted to scream. Wanted to take her in his arms, get her off this bus, save her. But he knew it was useless. This was a dream. A memory. You can't change the past. You can't save the dead.

But he could at least say goodbye.

He moved down the center aisle, legs trembling. Stopped before her. She opened her eyes.

And she saw him.

"David?"

Her voice. My God, her voice. He had almost forgotten it after seven years. The sweetness. The warmth. The slight Haifa accent she had never lost.

"Rachel," he murmured.

She frowned. "What are you doing here? You were supposed to go to the office this morning."

The office. The Mossad. That morning, David had an important meeting. He had kissed Rachel before she left. He had told her he loved her. He had told her he would see her that evening.

He had never seen her again.

"I came to get you," he said. "You have to get off the bus."

"Why?"

Because in three minutes, a man will board with an explosive belt. Because in four minutes, he'll press the detonator. Because in five minutes, you'll be dead and I'll spend the next seven years fleeing my dreams so I don't have to watch you die again and again.

But he couldn't say that. Because this wasn't the real Rachel. It was a memory. A projection of his own mind.

And that wasn't why he was here.

The Guardian. The Codex. The fifty thousand souls.

David took a deep breath. Forced himself to detach. To remember his mission.

"Rachel. I need to remember something. Something I saw but forgot. Can you help me?"

She looked at him with confusion. "David, what's going on? You're acting strange."

"It's a dream, Rachel. My dream. And I need to find a memory. A man in a black robe. A hood. An ancient book."

Rachel blinked. Then, slowly, she smiled.

"You're talking about the Guardian."

David froze. "How do you know that name?"

"Because it's your dream, David. And in your dream, I know everything you know." She stood, took his hand. Her skin was warm. Alive. "Come. I'll show you."

She guided him to the back of the bus. Opened a door that shouldn't have been there. A door leading to darkness.

"It's there," she said. "The memory you're looking for. But I have to warn you." She looked him in the eyes. "You're not going to like what you see."

"Why?"

She didn't answer. Just squeezed his hand tighter.

David breathed deeply. Then he stepped through the door.

* * *

He was back in Youssef's dream. The room in flames. Fire everywhere. And in the middle, the Guardian.

But this time, something was different. The memory was clearer. More precise. As if observing it from his own dream allowed him to see details he had missed the first time.

The Guardian's black robe. It wasn't an ordinary robe. It was a cassock. An Orthodox priest's cassock.

The hands holding the Codex. Pale, thin hands with long fingers. An intellectual's hands. And on the left ring finger, a ring. A silver band with a blue stone.

And the face...

The hood still hid the face. But in the enhanced memory, David could see something. Part of the jaw. The beard. Gray. Short. Well-trimmed.

And the eyes. For a fraction of a second, when the Guardian had laughed, the hood had moved. David had seen his eyes.

Clear. Piercing. Familiar.

Eyes he had seen somewhere before.

But where?

The fire intensified. The memory was beginning to disintegrate. David desperately searched for other clues, other details, but everything was fading.

And then he heard Rachel's voice behind him.

"David. It's time to leave."

He turned around. She was there, in the middle of the flames, untouched by the fire.

"I haven't finished," he said. "I haven't found..."

"You've found what you could find. The rest will come." She smiled sadly. "It's time to wake up."

"Rachel..."

"I know." She approached, placed a hand on his cheek. "You closed the door of dreams so you wouldn't see me anymore. So you wouldn't suffer anymore. I understand. But David..." Her eyes were full of tears. "You can't live without dreams. No one can. Dreams are what connect us to something greater than ourselves. If you reject them, you cut yourself off from everything."

"I don't know how to reopen that door."

"You just did." She smiled. "Now go. Stop the Guardian. Save those fifty thousand souls. And after..." She leaned forward, kissed him on the forehead. "After, you'll finally be able to let me go."

The fire engulfed her. The bus disappeared. The dream dissolved.

And David woke up.

* * *

Fluorescent light. White ceiling. Monitor beeping.

He was back in the laboratory. Sarah was bent over him, checking his vital signs. The Rav was beside her, his gaze questioning.

"So?" Avi asked from the back of the room. "Did you find something?"

David slowly sat up. His body was heavy, exhausted, but his mind was clear. Clearer than it had been in years.

"An Orthodox cassock," he said. "A silver ring with a blue stone. A short gray beard. And eyes..." He closed his eyes, trying to retrieve the image. "Clear eyes. Very clear. As if they saw through you."

Rav Morgenstern froze.

"What?" David asked. "Do you know someone matching that description?"

The Rav didn't answer. His face had gone white as a sheet.

"Rabbi?" Sarah insisted. "What is it?"

The Rav let himself fall into a chair. When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper.

"The cassock. The ring. The eyes." He raised his head, looked at David. "That's the description of my former student. The man I trained thirty years ago. The man to whom I taught all the secrets of Kabbalah and dreams."

"Who?" David asked.

The Rav closed his eyes. A tear rolled down his wrinkled cheek.

"Father Mikhail Sorokin. A Russian Orthodox priest. A kabbalist. A genius." He reopened his eyes. "And apparently, the Guardian."
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CHAPTER 6 — "The Lost Student"

The silence that followed the Rav's revelation was deafening.

Father Mikhail Sorokin. A Russian Orthodox priest. A kabbalist. And the Guardian of Dreams.

David looked at the old man collapsed in his chair, shoulders hunched, face ravaged by something that looked like shame. In a few seconds, Rav Morgenstern had aged ten years.

"Rabbi," David said softly. "Who is this man? How did you know him?"

The Rav didn't answer immediately. He stared at his trembling hands resting on his knees. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely a whisper.

"It's a long story. A story I would have preferred never to tell."

Sarah approached the old man. "Rabbi, we need to know. Anything that can help us understand who he is, what he wants, how he thinks..."

"I know." The Rav raised his head. His eyes were moist. "Sit down. I'll tell you. But prepare yourselves. This story doesn't show me in my best light."

"It was thirty years ago. 1994. I was teaching at the Mea Shearim yeshiva, but I also had private students. People who came from far away to study Kabbalah. Jews, of course, but also non-Jews. Wisdom has no borders, and Kabbalah attracts all kinds of seekers.

"Mikhail arrived one November day. A young man of twenty-five. Russian. He had fled the Soviet Union a few years earlier, after the wall fell. He was an Orthodox priest—not Jewish, then—but he was fascinated by Jewish mysticism. He had read the Zohar in translation. The Sefer Yetzirah. The writings of the Ari HaKadosh. And he wanted to go further.

"Normally, I wouldn't have accepted. Kabbalah isn't for everyone. And a Christian priest... that was unusual, to say the least. But there was something about him. An intensity. A thirst for knowledge I had never seen. And his eyes..."

The Rav stopped. Closed his eyes for a moment.

"His eyes were extraordinary. Clear as spring water. And when he looked at you, you felt he saw through you. That he read your thoughts, your secrets, your dreams. It was unsettling. But also fascinating.

"I agreed to take him as a student. Once a week, he came to my house. We studied for hours. Hebrew letters. The sefirot. Divine names. He absorbed everything like a sponge. In six months, he had caught up with students who had been studying for years. In a year, he was asking me questions I had no answers to.

"And then one day, he asked me to teach him about dreams."

David straightened. "Dreams? Like what you taught me?"

"More than that. Much more." The Rav shook his head. "Mikhail didn't just want to interpret dreams. He wanted to control them. He had read ancient texts about dream travel. The sixteenth-century Safed kabbalists. The practices of the Ari HaKadosh. Techniques for entering the dream world and acting consciously within it.

"I should have refused. These techniques are dangerous. They require years of spiritual preparation, purification, prayer. You don't play with the dream world. But Mikhail was so brilliant. So determined. And I was... I was flattered, I suppose. To have such an exceptional student. A student who might one day surpass the master.

"So I taught him. For two years, I transmitted everything I knew about dreams. The symbols. The letters. The doors. The anchors. And he learned. My God, how fast he learned. After a few months, he could enter his own dreams in full consciousness. After a year, he could enter others' dreams."

"Like me," David said.

"No, not like you. Better than you. Mikhail had a natural gift. An innate ability to navigate dream space. Where you have to struggle to maintain consciousness, he was perfectly at ease. It was his element. Like a fish in water."

The Rav stood, went to the window, looked outside without really seeing.

"But there was a problem. At first, I didn't notice it. I was too dazzled by his abilities. Mikhail had no moral limits. No brakes. For him, power was an end in itself. Entering people's dreams, seeing their secrets, manipulating their fears and desires... it wasn't a tool to help. It was a tool to control.

"I started hearing rumors. People who had terrifying nightmares after meeting Mikhail. People who felt something had been stolen from them during sleep. People who woke up exhausted, drained, as if someone had sucked their vital energy.

"I confronted him. I asked what he was doing. He looked at me with those clear eyes, that calm smile, and said: 'I'm taking what's owed to me, Rabbi. These people have things they don't deserve. Dreams of happiness, success, peace. Why them and not me? Why them and not those who suffer?'

"I understood then that I had created a monster. Mikhail didn't see dreams as gifts from God, windows to the soul. He saw them as a resource to exploit. A currency to steal."

The Rav turned back to them. His face was grave, haunted.

"I sent him away. I forbade him from returning. I told him that if he continued using these techniques to do harm, he would be cursed. That God would punish him.

"He laughed. He told me: 'God? What God? You taught me that dreams are divine accounting, Rabbi. That's where God balances accounts between this world and the next. But you didn't tell me one thing. Whoever controls dreams controls the accounting. And whoever controls the accounting... becomes God.'

"And he left. I never saw him again. For thirty years, I hoped he had given up. That he had found peace elsewhere. That he had understood his mistakes. But deep down, I knew. I knew he was somewhere, perfecting his techniques, waiting for his moment."

The Rav looked at David.

"And now, he has become the Guardian of Dreams. He stole the Codex. He recruited agents. He's preparing an attack that will steal the eternity of fifty thousand people." His voice broke. "And all of this is my fault. Because I'm the one who taught him."

Silence fell over the room again. David looked at Sarah, then at Avi who had stayed in the shadows, then at the old man broken by guilt.

"Rabbi," David finally said. "It's not your fault. You taught him a tool. He chose to use it for evil."

"No." The Rav shook his head. "A teacher is responsible for his students. I should have seen what he really was. I should have refused to teach him about dreams. But I was blinded by his talent. By my own pride." He took a deep breath. "Now we have to fix this. And for that, I need you, David. You're the only one who can stop him."

"Why me? Why not someone else?"

"Because you don't dream. Mikhail is the master of dreams. He can enter any mind, manipulate any soul. But you, he can't touch. You're an empty fortress. There's nothing to attack, nothing to corrupt."

David thought of Rachel. Of the door he had closed seven years ago. An empty fortress. That was one way of seeing it. A sad way, but true.

"And how do I stop him?" he asked. "How do you stop someone who can control dreams?"

The Rav straightened. Something changed in his eyes. The guilt was still there, but something else was appearing. Determination. Resolution.

"By understanding his weaknesses. Mikhail is brilliant, but he has a flaw. A fatal flaw."

"Which is?"

"Pride. He thinks he's invincible. He believes no one can touch him in the dream world. But he forgets one thing. The dream world isn't just made of symbols and letters. It's made of truth. In a dream, you can't lie. You can't hide. The unconscious reveals everything.

"Mikhail has spent thirty years perfecting his defenses. Building walls around his secrets. But those walls have cracks. And if you can find those cracks, if you can enter his dreams..."

"I'll see the truth," David understood. "I'll see who he really is. What he really wants."

"Exactly. And maybe, maybe you'll find a way to destroy him."

The next two hours were devoted to intensive instruction.

The Rav, as if galvanized by the mission, found new energy. He brought out his books, notes, diagrams. He taught David the twenty-two letters and their dream symbols. Alef, the ox, primal force. Bet, the house, security. Gimel, the camel, journey. Dalet, the door, passage. And so on, to Tav, the sign, the end of all things.

But beyond the letters, he taught him something more precious: how to think like Mikhail.

"Mikhail sees the world in terms of power," the Rav explained. "Who has power, who doesn't, how to take it. In his dreams, you'll see hierarchical structures. Towers. Thrones. Armies. Look for the center of power, and you'll find him.

"He also likes religious symbols, but twisted. Inverted crosses. Broken Stars of David. Burning mosques. He hates all religions, even though—or perhaps because—he's a priest himself. For him, religion is a scam. A way to control the masses by promising them a World to Come they'll never have."

"Then why does he want to steal the Olam HaBa?" David asked. "If he doesn't believe it exists..."

"Because he wants to prove it doesn't exist. If he can steal the eternal rewards of fifty thousand people without God intervening, it will prove God doesn't exist. Or that God doesn't care. Either way, Mikhail wins."

David shook his head. "That's twisted."

"It's brilliant, in a terrifying way. He doesn't just want to do harm. He wants to destroy hope. To show the world that faith is an illusion. That dreams of divine reward are lies." The Rav fixed him. "That's why he chose Yom Kippur. The day when Jews ask for forgiveness. The day they're closest to God. If he succeeds in striking them that day, in that way... it will be the greatest blasphemy in history."

Sarah intervened, looking at her computer. "We don't have much time. The second subject is ready. Karim Boutros, Hezbollah agent. He's been asleep for an hour. Stable REM phase."

"One moment," David said. "Before diving, I need to know something. The Codex. Mikhail stole it. But can he really use it? Does page 72 really work?"

The Rav and Sarah exchanged a look.

"Honestly?" Sarah said. "We don't know. Page 72 describes techniques for transforming dreams into reality. But no one has ever tested them. At least, not to our knowledge."

"But Mikhail will test them," the Rav said gravely. "If he hasn't already started. And if he succeeds..."

He didn't finish his sentence. He didn't need to.

David stood. His legs were steady. His head was clear. Something had changed in him. Perhaps the encounter with Rachel in his own dream. Perhaps the understanding of what he was really facing.

"Let's prepare the dive," he said. "I'm going to enter Karim's dream. Find what he knows about Mikhail. About the plan. About how to stop all this."

"And if you encounter Mikhail in there?" Sarah asked. "Like in Youssef's dream?"

David squeezed the die in his pocket.

"Then I'll show him he's not the only one who knows how to navigate dreams. And maybe, maybe I'll find a crack in his walls."

The Rav nodded. "Zakhor. Remember who you are. And remember this: Mikhail is brilliant, but he's alone. He has no friends, no family, no connection to something greater than himself. You have us. You have your faith, even if it's buried. You have your connection to Rachel, even if it's painful. Those are anchors. Strengths. Use them."

David nodded. Looked at Sarah. "I'm ready."

She guided him to the medical bed. Connected him to the electrodes. Checked the monitors.

"Karim is different from Youssef," she warned. "He's more trained. More professional. His unconscious will be more hostile. Be careful."

"I'll be careful."

She administered the sedative. Warmth spread through his veins.

"Good luck, David. Find something we can use."

He closed his eyes. Began counting down. One hundred. Ninety-nine. Ninety-eight.

And he plunged into darkness.

Toward the second dream.

Toward Mikhail Sorokin.

Toward the truth.




CHAPTER 7 — "The Fighter's Dream"

David opened his eyes in a landscape of war.

Before him stretched a devastated valley. Carcasses of armored vehicles. Gutted buildings reduced to concrete skeletons. Black smoke rising toward a lead-colored sky. The acrid smell of gunpowder, burning rubber, blood.

He knew this place. Not personally—he had never set foot there—but from reports, satellite photos, briefings. This was the southern suburbs of Beirut. Hezbollah territory. The war zone.

Karim Boutros's dream.

David instinctively reached into his pocket. The die was there, solid and reassuring. His anchor. His connection to reality.

I'm dreaming, he reminded himself. This is Karim's dream. I'm a visitor.

He looked around, trying to orient himself. Unlike Youssef's dream, which had a surreal, distorted quality, Karim's was brutally realistic. Colors were sharp. Sounds were clear—explosions in the distance, automatic weapons fire, screams. Even the heat was palpable, a heavy, dusty air that clung to the skin.

This was the dream of a man accustomed to war. A man whose unconscious didn't create fantasies but replayed reality, again and again.

David started moving. He had to find Karim. Find what he knew about the Guardian, about the Yom Kippur plan. And for that, he had to navigate this landscape of destruction.

He advanced cautiously through the rubble. Silhouettes sometimes appeared—combatants in fatigues, fleeing civilians, children with empty eyes—but no one looked at him. He blended into the scenery, invisible, as the Rav had taught him.

Then he heard a voice.

A strong, authoritative voice giving orders in Arabic. It came from a half-destroyed building a little further on the left. David approached, slipped between collapsed walls, looked through a glassless window.

It was an improvised command post. Maps on the walls. Crackling radios. And in the center, a man.

Karim Boutros.

Younger than David had expected. Barely thirty. Thin face, short beard, black piercing eyes. He wore a combat uniform without insignia and spoke into a walkie-talkie, coordinating what appeared to be a military operation.

David observed him for a moment. Interesting. In his dream, Karim wasn't a captured, powerless terrorist. He was a commander. A leader. This was how he saw himself. This was how he wanted to be seen.

How to approach him? In Youssef's dream, David had been detected almost immediately. Multiple copies had chased him. But here, the atmosphere was different. More structured. More military. Perhaps if he adopted the right role...

David made a decision. He entered the building. Walked toward Karim with confidence, as if he perfectly belonged there.

Karim looked up. Saw him. Frowned.

"Who are you?" he asked in Arabic. "I don't know you."

David replied in the same Arabic, with the Lebanese accent he had learned to master. "I'm a messenger. Sent by the Guardian."

The name had the desired effect. Karim stiffened. His eyes narrowed.

"The Guardian doesn't send messengers. He comes himself."

"Not this time. He's busy preparing for Yom Kippur. He sent me to verify you're ready."

Karim stared at him for a long time. David felt the weight of that gaze, the cold evaluation of a man accustomed to identifying threats. This was the critical moment. If Karim didn't believe him, his unconscious would reject him. The dream would turn against him.

But Karim nodded. Gestured for his men to leave them alone.

"Ready?" he repeated with a joyless laugh. "I've been ready for years. The question is: is the Guardian ready? Can he really do what he promises?"

David sat on an ammunition crate, adopting a relaxed posture. "What did he promise you?"

Karim looked at him with suspicion. "You don't know? If you're his messenger..."

"I know the broad strokes. But I want to hear your version. Why you're doing this, Karim. Why you're risking your life for the Guardian."

A silence. Karim sat down too, took out a cigarette, lit it. Smoke formed spirals in the dusty air.

"You want to know why?" he finally said. "Look around you. That's why."

He made a gesture encompassing the landscape of destruction visible through the gaping windows.

"I grew up here. In this suburb. My family had lived here for four generations. And then the Israelis came. 2006. They destroyed everything. My father. My mother. My two brothers. My little sister. All dead. Under the rubble of our house."

David remained silent. He knew what he was hearing wasn't necessarily objective truth—it was the story Karim told himself, the justification for his actions—but it was true for Karim. It was his truth.

"I spent the next fifteen years fighting," Karim continued. "Trying to avenge my family. But the Israelis are too strong. Too well armed. Too protected by the Americans. And we die. Again and again. Generation after generation. Nothing ever changes."

He drew on his cigarette. Exhaled the smoke.

"And then the Guardian came. He found me. He told me there was another way. Not bombs. Not missiles. Something more powerful. Something that would strike the Jews where it really hurts."

"Their soul," David said.

Karim nodded. "Their World to Come. Their eternal reward. Everything they believe in. Everything that gives them hope. The Guardian is going to steal it. And they'll wake up the morning after Yom Kippur without knowing they have nothing left. No eternity. No promise. Nothing but emptiness."

He crushed his cigarette under his boot.

"It's the perfect revenge. No blood. No violence. Just the destruction of everything that gives meaning to their existence. And they won't even know they've been struck."

David felt a chill wash over him. Not just because of the plan—he already knew that—but because of the coldness with which Karim spoke about it. As if it were just another military operation. A strategy. An objective.

"And you?" David asked. "What do you get?"

Karim smiled. A smile without joy, without warmth.

"Peace. The Guardian promised that if I helped him, he would enter my dreams too. He would take my nightmares. The images of my family under the rubble. The screams. The blood. All of it. He would take it and give me peaceful dreams. Nights without horror. For the first time in fifteen years."

David suddenly understood. Karim wasn't an ideological fanatic. He was a man broken by trauma, willing to do anything to escape his own demons. The Guardian hadn't recruited a terrorist. He had recruited a victim.

"Where is he?" David asked. "The Guardian. Where can I find him?"

Karim looked at him with suspicion. "Why do you ask? If you're his messenger, you should know."

"He moves around. He never stays in the same place. I need his current position."

"I don't know it." Karim shook his head. "No one knows. He contacts us in our dreams. He comes, gives his instructions, leaves. Like a ghost."

That made sense. Mikhail Sorokin—the Guardian—didn't trust anyone. He left no trace. No thread to pull.

But there had to be something. A clue. A detail.

"The other agents," David said. "The ones participating in the operation. How do you communicate?"

"We don't communicate. Each received individual instructions. Each knows what to do. But we don't know each other. The Guardian compartmentalized the entire network."

Smart. Paranoid. Exactly what the Rav had described.

David changed tactics. "Tell me about the plan. How exactly is it going to happen, the night of Yom Kippur?"

Karim hesitated. "You don't know?"

"I want to verify you understood your instructions correctly."

Another silence. Then Karim spoke, slowly, as if reciting a memorized lesson.

"At midnight, after the fast ends, we all fall asleep at the same time. A hundred agents, scattered throughout Israel. We wear devices—neural headsets the Guardian provided. These devices connect us together. Create a network. A... resonance, he called it."

"And this resonance?"

"It amplifies the signal. The Guardian enters the network through us. And through us, he enters the dreams of everyone sleeping around us. Our families first. Then their neighbors. Then the neighbors' neighbors. The signal spreads. Like a wave. Until it reaches fifty thousand people."

This was consistent with what Sarah had explained. A distributed network. Amplification nodes. A dream contagion.

"And then?" David asked. "Once he's in their dreams?"

"He gives them everything. Everything they want. Wealth. Health. Love. Success. The most beautiful dreams of their lives. And while they dream, while they receive these gifts..."

"Their Olam HaBa empties."

Karim nodded. "The Guardian says it's justice. The Jews took everything from us. Our homes. Our families. Our land. Now we take their eternity."

David felt nausea rising. This wasn't justice. It was pure destruction. Revenge that would repair nothing, heal no one, change nothing in the conflict. Just additional suffering in a world that already had too much.

But he wasn't here to debate. He was here to find information.

"The neural headsets," he said. "Where do they come from?"

"The Guardian made them. Or had them made. I don't know."

"Where?"

Karim frowned. "Why are you asking all these questions? You should already know all this."

The atmosphere changed. The light in the room grew colder. Shadows lengthened. David felt the dream tense around him, like a muscle contracting.

Karim's unconscious was beginning to reject him.

"I'm verifying," David said, keeping his voice calm. "The Guardian wants to make sure everything is perfect. No flaws. No mistakes."

"No." Karim stood abruptly. His eyes were different now. Harder. More suspicious. "You're not a messenger. The Guardian doesn't ask questions. He knows everything. He sees everything."

David stood too, stepping back slightly. His hand closed on the die in his pocket.

"Who are you really?" Karim demanded. "What are you doing in my head?"

The building began to shake. Cracks appeared in the walls. The ceiling groaned. Fighters returned, appearing from nowhere, their faces twisted with rage.

"A spy," Karim growled. "A Jew. You came to steal my secrets."

David had no more time for subtlety. He had gotten what he could get. Now he had to get out.

He looked for a door. A passage. An opening. The letters. The symbols. Dalet—the door. Where was the door?

There. A metal door in the back wall. It hadn't been there a second ago, but it was there now. The dream was responding to his intention.

David ran. Karim shouted orders. Fighters chased him, weapons raised. Bullets whistled—could dream bullets hurt him? He didn't want to find out.

He reached the door. Pushed it. It opened onto stairs descending into darkness.

He plunged in.

He was falling. Again. Like in Youssef's dream. But this time, something was different. He wasn't falling toward another level of Karim's dream. He was falling toward... something else.

The darkness cleared. Shapes appeared. A place he didn't recognize.

A church.

Old. Orthodox. Golden icons on the walls. Candles burning before an altar. The smell of incense and wax. Heavy, sacred silence.

David slowly got up. He was no longer in Karim's dream. He was... elsewhere. But where?

He walked down the nave, his footsteps echoing on the stone slabs. The icons watched him—saints with severe faces, angels with piercing eyes, a Christ Pantocrator on the dome ceiling.

And there, before the altar, a silhouette.

Kneeling. In prayer.

David stopped. His heart beat faster.

The silhouette rose. Turned around.

It was him. The Guardian. Mikhail Sorokin.

But not like in Youssef's dream, hidden under a hood, masked by shadows. This time, his face was visible. The face of a man in his sixties. Slavic, angular features. A gray beard, short and well-groomed. And those eyes—those clear, piercing eyes that seemed to see through everything.

"David Weiss," Mikhail said. His voice was calm, almost friendly. "I was wondering when you would come visit me."

David remained motionless, all senses on alert. "Where are we?"

"In my dream. Or rather, in a memory. The church of my childhood, in Saint Petersburg. Before the Soviets destroyed it." He made a gesture encompassing the space. "Beautiful, isn't it? I loved coming here when I was little. The peace. The silence. The promise of a better world after death."

He smiled sadly.

"Lies, of course. There is no better world. There's only this one. And whoever understands that... can control everything."

David squeezed the die in his pocket. "How did I get here? I was in Karim's dream."

"You went through a door. Doors in dreams lead where you need to go. You needed to find me. Here I am."

"So you let me come."

"Of course. I could have blocked you. Trapped you in an endless nightmare. But what would be the point?" Mikhail walked toward him, hands joined before his chest, as if in prayer. "I wanted to meet you. The man who doesn't dream. The anomaly. Rav Morgenstern chose his champion well."

The Rav's name made David flinch. "You know he sent me."

"I know everything. I have eyes in all dreams. Ears in all unconscious minds." Mikhail stopped a few steps away. "I also know what he told you about me. His former student. The prodigy turned monster. The guilt he's carried for thirty years."

"Is it true?"

"Partially. Eliezer taught me, yes. And I will always be grateful to him for that. But he didn't create me. I am what I've always been. He just gave me the tools to fully become myself."

David watched him, trying to see beyond the words, beyond the mask. The Rav had said Mikhail's flaw was pride. That he believed himself invincible. But what David saw before him wasn't arrogance. It was certainty. The quiet certainty of a man who had made his choice and wouldn't deviate from it.

"Why?" David asked. "Why all this? The fifty thousand souls. The Olam HaBa. What do you gain?"

Mikhail smiled. "The Rav gave you his theory, I imagine. That I'm doing this to escape my own punishment. To negotiate with God."

"Is it true?"

"No. It's much simpler than that." Mikhail turned toward the altar, toward the golden icons. "I'm doing this because I can. Because it's possible. Because if dreams really are divine accounting, then God is a mediocre accountant. And a mediocre accountant deserves to be robbed."

He turned back to David.

"Fifty thousand souls, David. Fifty thousand shares of eternity. Stolen in a single night. And God will do nothing. He can do nothing. Because He doesn't exist. Or because He doesn't care. Either way, I will have proven what I wanted to prove."

"That everything is permitted."

"Exactly. That rules are illusions. That good and evil are human inventions. That only power matters—and whoever knows how to use it."

David shook his head. "This isn't power. It's destruction. You're not going to build anything with this. Just burn."

"Perhaps. But ashes are fertile. On the ruins of old faith, something new can grow. Something more honest. A world without illusions."

It was madness. An articulate, coherent, almost logical madness—but madness nonetheless. David understood he couldn't reason with Mikhail. Not here. Not now.

But he could still get information.

"Where are you?" he asked. "In the real world. Where are you hiding?"

Mikhail laughed. "You really think I'm going to tell you?"

"I had to try."

"Of course." Mikhail looked at him with something that almost resembled respect. "You're brave, David Weiss. Stupid, but brave. I like that. It's almost a shame I have to destroy you."

The church began to change. Icons cracked. Candles went out. Darkness invaded the nave, creeping from the corners like a black tide.

"But not tonight," Mikhail continued. "Tonight, I let you go. Return to your friends. Tell them what you saw. What you learned. It won't change anything. In two days, I will strike. And you won't be able to stop me."

David backed toward the exit. The darkness was closing in, cold, oppressive.

"We'll find you," he said. "We'll stop you."

"I look forward to it. In the meantime, say hello to Eliezer. Tell him I think of him. That I don't hold a grudge for driving me away. That I thank him, actually. Without him, I would never have become what I am."

Darkness engulfed David. He felt the cold wrap around him, the void sucking him in.

And he woke up.

* * *

Fluorescent light. White ceiling. Monitor beeping.

Sarah was bent over him, face worried. "David! You were gone longer than expected. Your brain levels spiked at the end. What happened?"

David slowly sat up. His body was drenched in sweat. His hands trembled.

"I found the Guardian," he said. "I spoke with him."

Rav Morgenstern approached, face grave. "What did he say?"

David looked at him. Thought of Mikhail's last words. Say hello to Eliezer. Tell him I think of him.

"He says hello," David said softly. "And that everything he is... is thanks to you."

The Rav closed his eyes. Deep pain passed over his face.

David stood, legs unsteady but head clear.

"I have information," he said to Avi waiting in the shadows. "The plan. The network. The neural headsets. It's not enough to locate him, but it's a start."

"Then let's debrief," Avi said. "We don't have much time."

David nodded. Looked out the window. Outside, Tel Aviv's sky was brightening. Dawn was approaching.

Sixty hours until Yom Kippur.

Sixty hours to find a man who hid in dreams.

The countdown continued.




CHAPTER 8 — "The Shadows of Mea Shearim"

Mea Shearim hadn't changed since David's last visit, fifteen years earlier. The ultra-Orthodox neighborhood of Jerusalem seemed to exist outside of time, like a nineteenth-century enclave preserved in the heart of a modern city.

The narrow streets were lined with decrepit buildings with rusted balconies, where black and white laundry dried—the traditional clothing of the Haredim. Hebrew posters covered the walls, announcing Torah classes, weddings, funerals, and sometimes furious condemnations against Zionism, modernity, or "immodest behaviors." Men in fur hats and black caftans walked quickly, eyes lowered. Women in wigs and long dresses pushed double or triple strollers.

David and Rav Morgenstern got out of the taxi at the neighborhood entrance. It was almost noon, and the September sun beat down hard, but David felt an inner chill that had nothing to do with the weather.

"Let's stay discreet," the Rav said, adjusting his hat. "I'm known here, but not necessarily liked. My ideas about Kabbalah are considered too... open."

David nodded. He wore a dark jacket and white shirt—sober enough not to attract attention, but clearly not religious enough to pass for a local. Eyes turned toward him, suspicious, evaluating.

"Where do we start?" he asked.

"The yeshiva. Where the Codex was kept. If Hassan—Mikhail—came back to the neighborhood, he may have left traces."

They walked through the narrow alleys, avoiding groups of playing children, old men discussing on doorsteps, young men rushing toward noon prayers. David observed everything, noted everything, analyzed everything. It was what he did. It was what he'd been trained for.

But looking for a man in this labyrinth was like looking for a needle in a haystack. Mikhail Sorokin was a ghost. He had spent thirty years perfecting the art of disappearing.

The yeshiva was at the end of a dead-end street, a three-story building with narrow windows, topped by a wrought-iron Star of David. A tarnished copper plaque announced: "Yeshivat HaTorah VeHaChokhmah—For the Study of Torah and Wisdom."

The Rav pushed the door. Inside was dark, cool, silent. A corridor led toward a large study hall from which came a murmur of voices—students chanting Talmudic texts. The smell of old books and candle wax permeated the air.

A young man appeared, with a budding beard and curled sidelocks.

"Rav Morgenstern?" he said with surprise. "We haven't seen you in a long time. What brings you here?"

"Shlomo. I need to speak with the Rosh Yeshiva. It's urgent."

The young man hesitated, looked at David with suspicion, then nodded. "Follow me."

He guided them through corridors cluttered with books, shelves, lecterns. David noticed security cameras at the corners—added after the Codex theft, probably. A bit late.

The Rosh Yeshiva's office was on the top floor. A small room with walls covered in photos of famous rabbis and yellowed certificates. Behind a desk buried under papers, an elderly man awaited them.

Rav Yaakov Stern. Ninety years old, by David's estimate. A white beard that reached down to his chest. Faded blue eyes, tired but still sharp. He didn't rise when they entered, but gestured for them to sit.

"Eliezer," he said in a hoarse voice. "How long has it been? Ten years?"

"Eight," Rav Morgenstern corrected. "Since the last manuscript conference."

"Eight years. Time passes." The Rosh Yeshiva looked at David. "And him, who is he?"

"A friend. A man I trust. We need your help, Yaakov."

"My help?" A dry laugh. "At my age, I'm not good for much anymore."

"The Codex of Dreams," Rav Morgenstern said. "It was stolen three months ago."

The Rosh Yeshiva's face closed. "I don't talk about that."

"You're going to have to. Because the one who stole it is preparing something terrible. And if we don't stop him, thousands of people will suffer."

A long silence. The Rosh Yeshiva looked out the window, toward the rooftops of Jerusalem shimmering in the sun.

"The theft was a professional job," he finally said. "The vault was equipped with the best security systems. Cameras, alarms, electronic locks. Nothing was forced. No break-in. It's as if the Codex just evaporated."

"From inside," David said. "Someone had the codes."

The Rosh Yeshiva nodded slowly. "That's what the police concluded. But we checked everyone. All the rabbis, all the students, all the staff. No one matched."

"And visitors?" Rav Morgenstern asked. "Who had access to the manuscript room?"

"Very few people. Accredited researchers, mainly. A few rabbis from abroad. Everything is recorded in the register."

"I need to see that register," David said.

The Rosh Yeshiva looked at him with suspicion. "Who exactly are you, young man?"

David hesitated. Then decided that the truth—or part of it—was the best approach.

"I work for the government. The Codex theft is linked to a national security threat. I can't tell you more, but believe me: it's urgent."

Another long silence. Then the Rosh Yeshiva opened a drawer in his desk, pulled out a notebook with a worn cover.

"The six months before the theft. All visitors are listed. But I warn you: you won't find anything. We've already checked everything."

David took the notebook, leafed through it quickly. Names, dates, signatures. Most in Hebrew, some in English or Russian. Researchers from Israeli and foreign universities. Rabbis from New York, Paris, Buenos Aires.

And there, three weeks before the theft, a name that sent a chill down his spine.

"Father Mikhail Serdyukov," he read aloud. "Russian Orthodox Archdiocese of Jerusalem. Research on Jewish influences in Eastern Christian mysticism."

Rav Morgenstern leaned over to see. His face went pale.

"Serdyukov. Sorokin. It's the same man. With a fake name."

"You know him?" the Rosh Yeshiva asked.

Rav Morgenstern nodded, jaw tight. "He's my former student. The one I drove away thirty years ago."

"Your student stole the Codex?"

"He's done far worse than that. And he'll do worse still if we don't stop him."

David closed the notebook. "The Russian Orthodox Archdiocese of Jerusalem. Is that a real institution?"

"Yes. On the Mount of Olives. But I doubt Mikhail is really affiliated with them."

"It's still worth checking." David stood. "Rabbi Stern, thank you for your help. One last question: the night of the theft, did anyone have an unusual dream? A very intense, very real dream?"

The Rosh Yeshiva frowned. "Why that question?"

"Please. It's important."

The old man thought for a moment. "Now that you mention it... The night watchman. He said he had a strange dream that night. A dream where someone spoke to him, told him to go back to sleep, not to worry. When he woke up, the Codex was gone."

David and the Rav exchanged a look.

"Mikhail entered his dream," the Rav said. "Put him into deeper sleep. Suggested he not wake up. And meanwhile, he stole the Codex."

"Is that possible?" the Rosh Yeshiva asked incredulously.

"It's exactly what he knows how to do," David said. "And it's exactly what he's planning for Yom Kippur. But on a massive scale."

* * *

The Russian Orthodox Archdiocese was on the Mount of Olives, in a complex of white buildings topped with golden domes. The Church of Mary Magdalene dominated the ensemble, its seven golden onion domes gleaming in the afternoon sun.

David and the Rav arrived at two o'clock. The complex was calm, almost deserted. A few tourists took photos. A nun swept the courtyard.

They entered the administrative building. A priest greeted them—in his fifties, round face, black beard, suspicious gaze.

"What can I do for you?"

"We're looking for Father Mikhail Serdyukov," David said. "He was recommended to us for research on comparative mysticism."

The priest frowned. "Serdyukov? That name doesn't ring a bell. Are you sure he's affiliated with our diocese?"

"He signed a yeshiva register with this affiliation three months ago."

The priest shook his head. "I know all our priests. There's no Serdyukov. Perhaps an error?"

Or perhaps a forgery, David thought.

"Could we see your registers?" he asked. "To verify?"

"I'm sorry, that's impossible. The diocese registers are confidential."

David was about to insist when his phone vibrated. A message from Avi.

"Urgent. New development. Return to Center immediately."

He showed the message to the Rav, who nodded.

"We have to go. Thank you for your time, Father."

They left the complex, descended the Mount of Olives toward the car Avi had sent them. The driver started as soon as they were inside.

"What's happening?" David asked on the phone.

Avi's voice was tense. "Karim Boutros. He woke up. And he wants to talk."

* * *

Forty minutes later, David was at the Research Center, in front of the window separating the control room from the isolation chamber. Karim Boutros was sitting on his bed, eyes open, face haggard.

"He woke up an hour ago," Sarah explained. "And he asked to see you. You specifically."

"Me?"

"He said: 'The man who entered my dreams. The one who spoke to me about my brother.' He wants to talk to you."

David looked at Karim through the window. The man seemed different. Something had changed in his eyes. The rage was gone. In its place was something else. Confusion perhaps. Pain.

"I'm going in," David said.

"Be careful," Avi said. "He's still a terrorist."

"No. He's a broken man who was promised he'd see his dead brother again. There's a difference."

He entered the room. Karim looked up at him.

"It's you," he said in Arabic. "I recognize you. From my dream."

David sat on a chair facing the bed. "I came. What do you want to tell me?"

Karim was silent for a moment. His hands trembled on his knees.

"You were right," he finally said. "What you said. About Amir. About violence begetting violence. I woke up and I... I understood. What I was about to do. What the Guardian asked me to do. It wasn't justice. It was revenge. Pure destruction."

"And now?"

"Now, I want to stop." Karim looked him in the eyes. "I want to help you stop the Guardian."

David felt something stir in his chest. Hope perhaps. Or distrust—it was too good to be true.

"Why would I believe you?" he asked. "You were ready to help steal the eternity of fifty thousand people."

"Because in my dream, you told me the truth. You didn't lie. You didn't manipulate. You showed me what I was becoming." Karim lowered his eyes. "My brother Amir... he was good. He would never have wanted this. He would never have wanted me to kill children in his name. Even Jewish children."

David observed him at length. Looked for the lie, the manipulation. Found none.

"All right," he said. "Tell me about the Guardian. Everything you know."

Karim took a deep breath.

"He never told me his real name. But he told me where he operates. Where he makes the neural headsets. Where he coordinates everything."

David leaned forward. "Where?"

"A monastery. Abandoned. In the Judean Desert. Near the Dead Sea."

"Do you know the exact location?"

"No. But I know how to find it." Karim hesitated. "He gave me a number. A number to call in case of emergency. The number leads to a relay. And the relay leads to the monastery."

David stood. "Give me that number."

Karim gave it to him. A series of digits that David memorized immediately.

"One last thing," Karim said as David headed for the door. "The Guardian... he told me something once. Something that stuck with me. He said: 'Dreams are the only places where truth still exists. In the waking world, everything is lies.'"

David stopped. Turned around.

"He's wrong," he said. "Truth exists in the waking world too. It's just harder to see."

He left the room. Returned to the control room. Handed the number to Avi.

"Trace this. Find the monastery."

Avi took the paper. "And then?"

David looked at Rav Morgenstern, then Sarah, then the sun declining through the window.

"Then we go there. We find Mikhail Sorokin. And we stop him."

Less than forty-eight hours remained until Yom Kippur.

The countdown continued.




CHAPTER 9 — "The Monastery of Shadows"

It took the Mossad's technical unit less than two hours to trace the number.

David waited in the Research Center's control room, eyes fixed on the main screen where lines of code scrolled. Sarah worked beside him, analyzing Karim's neurological data. Rav Morgenstern sat in his usual corner, eyes closed, lips moving in silent prayer.

"It's a satellite relay," the technician explained, a young man with thick glasses who seemed to live on coffee and code. "The signal bounces off three servers before reaching its destination. Cyprus, Turkey, then back to Israel."

"Where in Israel?" Avi asked, pacing behind them.

"Judean Desert. Exact coordinates being triangulated." The technician typed a few commands. "There. 31°27'18"N, 35°23'42"E. About twenty kilometers west of the Dead Sea. Completely isolated zone. No roads, no habitations within a five-kilometer radius."

David leaned toward the screen. A satellite image appeared, showing a desert landscape, ochre and desolate. Deep ravines. Sheer cliffs. And there, nestled in a steep valley, a cluster of ruined buildings.

"What is that?" he asked.

The technician zoomed in. The buildings became clearer. White stone walls, collapsed in places. A bell tower without a bell. An inner courtyard overgrown with brush.

"Mar Saba II Monastery," Avi said, recognizing the place. "Or what's left of it. Built in the sixth century by Byzantine monks. Abandoned since the nineteenth century. Too isolated, too hard to access. Even archaeologists don't go there anymore."

"The perfect place to hide," David murmured.

"The perfect place to prepare an attack," the Rav corrected, opening his eyes. "Mikhail has always been attracted to abandoned holy places. He says God deserted them, and that proves His non-existence."

David looked at the monastery on the screen. A place of prayer turned into a den of destruction. There was something terribly fitting about it.

"We go tonight," Avi said. "I'll mobilize a team. Sayeret unit. Six men. Helicopter insertion two kilometers from the site, approach on foot."

"No."

Everyone turned to David.

"No?" Avi repeated.

"Not an assault team. Not yet." David stood, took a few steps toward the window. "Mikhail is expecting us. He said so himself in Karim's dream: he knows we're looking for him. If we show up with soldiers and weapons, he'll have prepared countermeasures. Traps. Maybe even explosives. We risk losing everything—including the Codex."

"So what?" Avi asked. "We just wait nicely for him to strike?"

"We do reconnaissance first. Me alone. I go see what's there, how many they are, how they're organized. And if possible..." David hesitated. "If possible, I enter Mikhail's dream."

Silence fell over the room.

"You're crazy," Sarah said. "Enter the Guardian's dream? After what he showed you in the church? That's suicide."

"It's our best chance. In the real world, he has weapons, traps, defenses. But in the dream world, he's vulnerable. His pride is his weakness. He thinks he's invincible in dreams. If I can prove him wrong..."

"You won't succeed," the Rav said softly. "Not alone. Mikhail has thirty years more experience than you. He's created dream fortresses that even I couldn't penetrate."

"Then come with me."

The Rav looked at him. "Pardon?"

"You told me that in dreams, you can share a dream space. If you and I dive together into Mikhail's dream, we'll have twice the strength. Two perspectives. Two wills. And above all..." David approached the old man. "You know him. You trained him. You know how he thinks, how he builds his defenses. You can guide me."

The Rav remained silent for a long moment. His hands trembled slightly on his knees.

"I haven't done a dive in twenty years," he finally said. "I'm old. Tired. My heart isn't what it used to be."

"Rabbi, with all due respect, you're the one who put me in this situation. You're the one who trained Mikhail. You're the one who gave him the tools to become what he is." David didn't look away. "You owe me this."

The Rav absorbed the words like blows. But he didn't look away.

"You're right," he said. "I owe you this. I owe everyone this." He stood slowly, his joints cracking. "Then let's go. To the monastery. And may God protect us."

* * *

They left at ten p.m.

Avi had insisted on sending at least a cover team. A compromise was reached: four agents would stay back, a kilometer from the monastery, ready to intervene in an emergency. But the initial approach would be made by David and the Rav alone.

The helicopter dropped them on a desert plateau, two kilometers north of the site. The night was clear, cold, scattered with stars. The moon, nearly full, lit the landscape with a bluish, ghostly light.

David checked his equipment. Light tactical vest. Radio. Infrared lamp. Service weapon. And in his pocket, the bone die. His anchor.

The Rav wore only his usual black robe, his prayer shawl folded under his jacket. He had refused all military equipment. "I'm not a soldier," he had said. "And at my age, a weapon would slow me down more than protect me."

They began walking. The terrain was difficult—unstable stones, deep ravines, steep slopes. The Rav advanced slowly but surely, with the determination of a man who knows this might be his last journey.

After an hour, they spotted the monastery.

It rose at the bottom of a steep valley, its white walls gleaming in the moonlight. From afar, it seemed abandoned. No light. No movement. Just the silence of the desert.

But David knew appearances were deceiving.

They descended into the valley, hiding behind rocks, advancing in stages. Two hundred meters from the monastery, David stopped. Took out his night vision binoculars. Observed.

The complex was larger than it had seemed in the satellite images. A main church in the center, its dome collapsed. Several annexe buildings—dormitories, refectory, secondary chapels. A walled enclosure with a single entrance gate, closed.

And there, in the inner courtyard, movement.

David adjusted his binoculars. Silhouettes. Three, no, four people. They were carrying crates, equipment. Going in and out of a building that seemed more recent than the others—a modern addition, perhaps a generator or utility room.

"They're there," he whispered. "At least four people. Maybe more inside."

"The operations center," the Rav said. "That's where Mikhail makes the neural headsets. Where he coordinates the network."

"How do you know?"

"Because it's what I would have done in his place. An isolated location, easy to defend, with an autonomous power source and enough space for technical equipment. The monastery is perfect."

David put away his binoculars. "We can't enter by force. Not two against four or more. And not without knowing what's inside."

"Then we enter through dreams," the Rav said.

David looked at him. The old man had taken a small flask from his pocket. A dark liquid inside.

"What's that?"

"A natural sedative. Prepared according to a recipe from the kabbalists of Safed. It induces deep, rapid sleep, with an intense REM phase. It's what they used for their dream journeys."

"You brought that?"

"I brought many things." The Rav smiled sadly. "I'm old, David, not senile. I knew we would come to this."

They found shelter behind a rock outcropping, a hundred meters from the monastery. Close enough to pick up Mikhail's neural signal—if the Targoum Project could work at this distance—but far enough not to be spotted.

David contacted Sarah by radio.

"We're in position. The monastery is occupied. Four individuals minimum. We're going to attempt a joint dive."

"A joint dive?" Sarah's voice was tense. "David, that wasn't planned. We've never tested this without the laboratory equipment."

"We don't have a choice. The Rav has a sedative. Can you synchronize with our brain signals remotely?"

A silence. Then: "Theoretically, yes. If you wear the portable sensors, I can monitor you from the Center. But I'll have no control. I won't be able to wake you if there's a problem."

"We'll take the risk."

"David..."

"Sarah. We're out of time. Less than thirty-six hours until Yom Kippur. It's now or never."

Another silence. Longer.

"All right," she finally said. "Put on the sensors. I'm launching synchronization. And David... be careful. Both of you."

David took the small adhesive sensors from his pocket. Fixed one to his temple, another to his neck. The Rav did the same, with slow, precise movements.

"Ready?" David asked.

The Rav nodded. "One last thing. In Mikhail's dream, don't trust anything you see. He's the master of illusions. Everything will be designed to manipulate you, deceive you, trap you. The only real thing will be your own will. And the die."

David squeezed the die in his hand. Felt its familiar weight, its rough texture.

"The die," he repeated.

The Rav uncorked the flask. The smell was acrid, herbal, with a note of honey.

"One sip each. The effect takes hold in seconds. Then..." He hesitated. "Then we'll be in his dreams. And may God help us."

David took the flask. Raised it to his lips. Drank a sip. The liquid was bitter, thick, with a sweet aftertaste. He immediately felt warmth spreading through his chest, through his limbs.

He handed the flask back to the Rav, who drank in turn.

"See you on the other side," the Rav said.

"On the other side," David repeated.

And the world dissolved.

* * *

David opened his eyes in a cathedral.

Immense. Gothic. Vaults rising toward infinity. Stained glass windows projecting colored lights onto the marble floor. Massive columns, carved with holy figures. The echo of their steps resonated like thunderclaps.

The Rav was beside him. Straighter than David had seen him in days. Almost younger. In the dream world, bodies didn't have the same limitations.

"We're here," the Rav said. "Mikhail's dream."

David looked around. The cathedral was magnificent, but there was something false. The proportions were slightly off. The perspectives didn't quite meet. The stained glass windows showed biblical scenes, but corrupted—saints with demonic faces, angels with black wings, a Christ laughing instead of suffering.

"This is his vision of the world," the Rav said. "Religion as a lie. Beauty as illusion."

"Where is he?"

"Somewhere here. He senses us, I'm sure. He'll come."

As if in answer to his words, a voice echoed through the cathedral. It came from everywhere and nowhere.

"Eliezer. My old master. What a surprise."

David and the Rav turned. A silhouette was walking down the central aisle, on the red carpet leading to the altar. Mikhail Sorokin. Black robe. Gray beard. Clear eyes shining in the shadows.

"You brought your little agent," Mikhail continued, looking at David. "The one who doesn't dream. You really think he can defeat me?"

"I believe he can show you the truth," the Rav said. "The one you refuse to see."

Mikhail laughed. The sound reverberated off the walls, multiplying in discordant echoes.

"Truth? What truth, Eliezer? That there's a God who loves us? That there's justice in the world? That there's a reward after death?" He shook his head. "I spent thirty years looking for that truth. I didn't find it. All I found was emptiness. And power."

"You found what you wanted to find," David said. "Because you were afraid of finding something else."

Mikhail turned to him. His eyes narrowed.

"Afraid? Me?" He approached, slowly, like a predator. "You think you know me, David Weiss? You think one or two dives into my agents' dreams gave you the wisdom to judge me?"

"I believe you're a broken man," David said without backing down. "A man who suffered and wants the whole world to suffer with him. That's not power. That's pain."

Mikhail stopped. Something passed through his eyes. A crack in the armor. Infinitesimal, but real.

Then he smiled. A cold, cruel smile.

"Perhaps. But pain is honest. Pain is true. That's more than your God ever offered."

He raised his hand. The cathedral began to shake. The stained glass windows shattered. The columns cracked. The floor split open.

"Enough talk," Mikhail said. "You came to challenge me in my own dream? Very well. Let's see what you're worth."

And chaos was unleashed.




CHAPTER 10 — "The Battle of Dreams"

The cathedral exploded.

Columns collapsed like giant dominoes. Stained glass windows shattered, their colored fragments swirling through the air like glass blades. The floor cracked open, revealing abysses of darkness.

David dove to the side, avoiding a block of stone that crashed where he'd been standing a second earlier. He rolled, got up, looked for the Rav.

The old man was on his knees a few meters away, hands raised before him. His lips were moving—a prayer, an incantation, something creating around him a bubble of golden light. Debris bounced off this protection, unable to reach him.

"David!" the Rav shouted. "Come!"

David ran to him, slipped under the protective bubble. Around them, the cathedral continued to collapse, but inside the circle of light, calm reigned.

"How are you doing that?" David asked, panting.

"The 72 Names," the Rav replied, sweat running down his forehead. "Divine protection. But I can't maintain it long. Not here. Not against him."

Mikhail stood at the center of the destruction, motionless like the eye of a cyclone. Chaos swirled around him without touching him. His eyes shone with a cold, satisfied light.

"Impressive, Eliezer," he said. "You still remember your lessons. But how long can you hold? A minute? Two? And then?"

The Rav didn't answer. His concentration was total, his strength visibly failing.

David understood they couldn't stay on the defensive. Mikhail had the advantage of terrain, experience, power. Their only chance was to destabilize him. To find the crack in his armor.

He took the die from his pocket. Squeezed it in his fist. Focused on what the Rav had taught him. The letters. The symbols. The doors.

In a dream, belief creates reality.

"Mikhail!" he shouted. "You want to talk about truth? Then look truth in the face!"

He threw the die in the air. It spun, catching the strange light of the dream, and when it fell back into his hand, something changed.

The destruction stopped. Debris froze in mid-air. Silence fell.

And the setting began to transform.

The cathedral faded, replaced by something else. A smaller church. Older. Orthodox. Golden icons on the walls. Burning candles. The Saint Petersburg church—the one Mikhail had shown David during their first meeting.

But this time, it wasn't empty.

Silhouettes appeared. People sitting in the pews. A woman with a scarf on her head. An old man in a worn suit. And there, in the front row, a boy. Maybe ten years old. Blond hair. Clear eyes.

Young Mikhail.

The real Mikhail—the adult—stepped back. His face crumbled.

"What are you doing?" he hissed. "Get out of there. This is private."

"You invited me into your dreams," David said. "You thought you'd control what I saw? Dreams reveal the truth, Mikhail. Even yours."

The scene came to life. Young Mikhail stood, walked toward the altar. The priest beckoned him forward. The child knelt, received the blessing.

"You will be a great man of God," the priest said. "I see it in you."

The child's face radiated joy. Faith. Hope.

Adult Mikhail watched the scene, fists clenched, jaw tight.

"Stop," he said, his voice strangled. "Enough."

"Why?" David asked. "Because it hurts? Because it reminds you who you were before you became what you are?"

"I was nothing!" Mikhail screamed. "A naive child who believed in fairy tales! God loves him. God protects him. God has a plan for him." He spat on the ground. "Lies. All of it, lies."

The church began to burn. Flames licked the walls, devoured the icons. Young Mikhail turned around, terrified, but the adults around him didn't move. They burned in silence, their faces frozen in masks of melting wax.

"The Soviets destroyed this church in 1962," Mikhail said. "I was twelve. I saw everything. The bulldozer. The flames. The priests dragged outside and beaten." His voice had become a hoarse whisper. "That's the day I understood. God doesn't exist. Or if He exists, He doesn't care about us. He lets the innocent burn and the monsters prosper."

David watched the flames consume the church. Young Mikhail had disappeared, swallowed by the fire.

"So you decided to become a monster yourself," he said. "To prove you were right."

"I decided to take the power God refuses to give. Power over dreams. Over souls. Over reality itself." Mikhail straightened. The flames calmed around him, bowed before him like obedient servants. "And I succeeded. I did what no kabbalist, no mystic, no prophet ever did. I hacked divine accounting."

Rav Morgenstern stepped forward. His protective bubble had disappeared—he no longer needed it. The flames didn't touch him.

"No, Mikhail," he said softly. "You didn't hack anything. You just found a loophole. A loophole Rav Almoli already knew about five hundred years ago. A loophole he sealed in the Codex precisely so no one would exploit it."

"And I broke the seal," Mikhail said with a fierce smile. "I read page 72. I understood what Almoli understood. And now I'm going to do what he didn't dare do."

"You're going to destroy yourself," the Rav said. "Like Bar Heidia. The power you're manipulating isn't meant to be controlled by a man. It's the power of creation. The divine breath itself. And whoever tries to steal it..."

"Is punished?" Mikhail interrupted. "Burned? Damned for eternity?" He laughed. "I'm already damned, Eliezer. I've seen the verdict. I've seen what awaits me. So what do I have to lose?"

David intervened. "Fifty thousand people have something to lose. Their eternity. Their Olam HaBa. You have no right to take that from them."

"Right?" Mikhail turned to him. "Let's talk about rights. What right did the Soviets have to destroy my church? What right did God have to remain silent? What right does this so-called Creator have to condemn a twelve-year-old child to eternal hell because he lost his faith?"

He approached David, his eyes burning with terrifying intensity.

"I'm not stealing. I'm rebalancing. I'm taking from some to give to others. The fifty thousand Jews who will lose their Olam HaBa tonight? Their reward will go to those who never had any. Children who died in infancy. Innocent victims. The forgotten of divine providence."

"You're lying," David said. "You're not doing this for them. You're doing this for yourself. To prove you're right. To get your revenge against a God you hate."

Mikhail stopped. Something passed through his eyes. A shadow. A doubt.

Then he smiled.

"Perhaps. So what? Does my motivation change the result?" He stepped back, spread his arms. "It's too late anyway. The network is in place. The agents are ready. In less than thirty hours, when the sun sets on Yom Kippur, the attack will begin. And there's nothing you can do to stop it."

"We can stop you," David said. "We can destroy the monastery. Neutralize your agents. Confiscate the neural headsets."

"You can try. But even if you succeed—which I doubt—it will be too late. The seeds are already planted. I spent months preparing minds. Planting fragments of dream code in unconscious minds. The headsets only activate what's already there." He tapped his temple. "That's where the weapon is. Not in the hardware. In the dreams."

David felt despair rising. If Mikhail was telling the truth—and his confidence suggested he was—then destroying the monastery wouldn't be enough. The attack was already underway, at the subconscious level.

The Rav placed a hand on his shoulder.

"There's always a way," he said softly. "Every lock has a key. Every poison has an antidote."

"Very poetic," Mikhail said. "But false. This time, there is no antidote. Page 72 describes how to plant the seeds. It doesn't describe how to remove them."

"Because Almoli didn't want anyone to be able to reverse the process," the Rav said. "He wanted the seal to be permanent."

"Exactly. And now that the seal is broken, it's irreversible."

David was thinking intensely. There was something. A flaw in Mikhail's reasoning. A contradiction.

"You said you wanted to negotiate with God," he said slowly. "Exchange the fifty thousand souls for your own liberation."

Mikhail frowned. "So?"

"So you believe it's reversible. You believe the souls can be freed. Otherwise, you'd have nothing to negotiate."

A silence. Mikhail stared at him, eyes narrowed.

"You're smarter than you look," he finally said. "Yes, technically, the souls can be freed. But only by the one who captured them. Only by me."

"Then free them," the Rav said. "Now. Before it's too late. Show that you're still capable of compassion."

Mikhail laughed. "Compassion? You want me to have compassion for the people who banished me? For the God who condemned me? For the world that took everything from me?" He shook his head. "No. I'm keeping my hostages. And when God comes to negotiate—because He will come, even He can't ignore fifty thousand souls—I'll set my conditions."

"And if God doesn't come?" David asked. "If you're wrong? If no one negotiates?"

Mikhail smiled. A sad, resigned smile.

"Then I'll at least have proven I was right. That God doesn't exist. Or that He doesn't deserve to be worshiped." He shrugged. "Either way, I win."

He raised his hand. The flames rekindled around them, more intense than before.

"This conversation is over. Return to the waking world. Tell your superiors what you've learned. Try to stop me if you want. It won't change anything."

"We'll meet again," David said.

"Oh yes." Mikhail smiled. "In the great dream. When the fifty thousand fall asleep and I take what's owed me. You'll be there, won't you? You'll try to save them. And you'll fail. And it will be delicious to watch."

He snapped his fingers.

The world exploded in white light.

* * *

David woke with a start, heart pounding.

He was lying on the rocky desert floor, next to the outcropping where they'd hidden. The sky was beginning to lighten in the east—dawn was approaching. He'd slept all night.

The Rav was beside him, motionless. For a terrible instant, David thought he was dead. Then the old man coughed, opened his eyes.

"Rabbi!" David said, helping him sit up. "Are you okay?"

The Rav nodded slowly. His face was gray, exhausted.

"I saw," he murmured. "I saw what he became. My student. My failure."

"It's not your fault, Rabbi. You couldn't have known."

"I should have. I should have seen the crack in him. The anger. The despair." The Rav closed his eyes. "And now he's going to destroy fifty thousand souls. And I don't know how to stop him."

David helped him stand. Looked toward the monastery below. Lights were now shining in several buildings. Activity was intensifying.

"We'll find a way," he said. "He said only he can free the souls. So we capture him. Force him to reverse the process."

"And if he refuses?"

David didn't answer. He had no answer.

His phone vibrated. A message from Avi.

"Team in position. Ready for assault on your signal. What do we do?"

David looked at the monastery. Looked at the Rav. Thought of Mikhail, of his burning eyes, of his absolute certainty.

Then he typed his response:

"We attack at dawn. Objective: live capture. Absolute priority: the Codex and Sorokin."

He put away the phone. Took the die from his pocket. Squeezed it in his hand.

Less than thirty hours until Yom Kippur.

The countdown continued.




CHAPTER 11 — "The Assault"

Dawn rose over the Judean Desert in an explosion of colors—orange, pink, gold—that might have been beautiful if David had the heart to appreciate it. But his mind was elsewhere. On the monastery below. On Mikhail Sorokin. On the hours separating them from Yom Kippur.

The Sayeret team arrived in silence, four men in black combat gear, painted faces, armed to the teeth. They deployed around David and the Rav with the mechanical efficiency of elite soldiers.

"Situation," said the team leader, a stocky man with ice-cold eyes. David had met him once, during an operation in Syria. Code name: Samson.

"Four to six individuals in the complex," David replied. "Primary objective: live capture of Mikhail Sorokin, man in his sixties, gray hair, beard. Secondary objective: recovery of the Codex of Dreams, an ancient manuscript. Tertiary: neutralization of electronic equipment—neural headsets, servers, anything that could be used for the attack."

"Rules of engagement?"

"Minimal lethality. These people are agents, not soldiers. Most were manipulated, recruited by the promise of seeing their dead in dreams. If we can take them alive, we do."

Samson nodded. "Understood. Approach formation?"

They studied the monastery through binoculars. The complex had one visible entrance—a wooden gate in the enclosure wall. But satellite images showed a service door at the back, and possibly underground access through old cisterns.

"Two teams," Samson decided. "Alpha through the main gate, Bravo from the rear. Synchronization on my signal. Agent Weiss stays back until secured."

"No," David said. "I go in with Alpha. Sorokin knows me. If I'm visible, he'll focus on me. That'll give you an opening."

Samson looked at him for a long moment. "You're not trained for urban assault."

"I'm trained for Sorokin. That's more important."

A silence. Then Samson nodded. "Bulletproof vest. And you stay behind me."

The Rav stepped forward. "I'm coming too."

"Out of the question," Samson said. "You're a civilian."

"I'm the only one who can neutralize Sorokin on a spiritual level. If you capture him physically but he remains connected to the dream network, it won't help. He'll continue to operate from his cell, in his dreams."

"The Rav is right," David said. "We need him."

Samson shook his head, visibly unhappy. "He stays at the rear. Really at the rear. And if there's gunfire, he hits the ground and doesn't move."

The Rav nodded. "Understood."

They descended toward the monastery.

* * *

The sun was fully up when they reached the enclosure wall. Heat was already rising, air shimmering over the stones. Inside the complex, still no sign of life. But lights were on in the technical building. Someone was awake.

Samson raised his hand. Stop signal. He communicated by gestures with Team Bravo on the other side of the complex. Three seconds. Two. One.

"Go."

Team Alpha smashed through the gate. The centuries-old wood gave way like cardboard. They deployed in the inner courtyard, sweeping corners, covering windows.

"Contact!" one of the men shouted.

A silhouette had appeared on the main church roof. A young man, early twenties, assault rifle in hand. He opened fire.

Bullets clattered on the stones around David. He dove behind a pillar, heart pounding. Damn. They'd been spotted.

Samson returned fire with surgical precision. One bullet, one impact. The shooter collapsed, his weapon falling into the courtyard.

"Wounded only," Samson said into his radio. "Continue."

They advanced toward the technical building. The door was locked—a modern electronic lock, incongruous on these ancient walls. One of the men pulled out a decoder, plugged it in. Ten seconds. The door clicked.

"Enter!"

Inside was a striking contrast. Outside, medieval ruins. Inside, a high-tech laboratory. Screens everywhere, displaying incomprehensible data. Humming servers. Cables snaking across the floor. And on tables, lined up like trophies, about twenty neural headsets—sleek black devices bristling with sensors.

"Secure the equipment," Samson ordered. "No one touches anything until the technicians arrive."

David moved through the room, looking for Sorokin. He wasn't there. Where was he?

A shout came from outside. Bravo had made contact.

They ran out. In the courtyard, two Bravo agents were holding a man on the ground—one of Sorokin's assistants, apparently. Another lay unconscious near the wall. But the third Bravo member was on his knees, holding his head, groaning.

"What happened?" Samson asked.

"I don't know," one agent replied. "Yoni approached the guy and suddenly collapsed. Like he'd been electrocuted. But no one touched him."

David understood. "Sorokin. He's in someone's dream. He's attacking through the unconscious."

"Is that possible?" Samson asked, incredulous.

"With him, anything is possible."

The Rav approached the wounded agent. Knelt beside him. Placed a hand on his forehead. Murmured something in Hebrew—a prayer, an incantation. After a few seconds, the agent stopped groaning. Opened his eyes.

"You okay?" the Rav asked.

"I... I don't know. I saw... I saw things. Horrible things."

"It was an illusion. It's over now."

David looked at the monastery. The main church. The door was open, a gaping darkness inside.

"He's in there," he said. "Sorokin. He's waiting for us."

"Then we go in," Samson said.

They entered the church.

* * *

Inside was devastated. The roof had collapsed long ago, letting in morning light that fell in dusty columns. The frescoes on the walls were barely visible, erased by centuries. The altar was overturned, broken. Debris everywhere.

And there, at the center of the nave, Mikhail Sorokin.

He was sitting cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed, hands resting on his knees. Around him, a circle traced in white chalk, covered in symbols—Hebrew letters, kabbalistic formulas, divine names. The Codex lay open before him, its ancient pages glowing with a strange light.

"He's in a trance," the Rav murmured. "Connected to the network. If we touch him now..."

"What?"

"The shock could kill him. Or kill us. Or both."

Samson raised his weapon. "We can neutralize him from a distance. A bullet in the shoulder."

"No!" David said. "He's the only one who can free the souls. If we wound him, if we kill him, the seeds he planted will remain. The attack will happen anyway, with no one to stop it."

"So what? We wait for him to wake up?"

The Rav walked toward the circle. Stopped just at its edge.

"Mikhail," he said in a loud voice. "It's Eliezer. I'm here."

No reaction. Sorokin remained motionless, his breathing slow and regular.

"I know you can hear me," the Rav continued. "You may be in the network, but part of you is still here. Part of you is still listening."

Still nothing.

"I came to ask your forgiveness," the Rav said.

David looked at him, surprised. Forgiveness?

"Forgiveness for teaching you without seeing who you really were. Forgiveness for giving you tools you weren't ready to use. Forgiveness for driving you away instead of helping you." The Rav's voice trembled. "You were my student. My responsibility. And I abandoned you. I let you become what you are."

A tremor passed over Sorokin's face. His eyelids moved.

"You suffered," the Rav continued. "I know. Your childhood church. The loss of your faith. The loneliness. The despair. All of it broke you. But it doesn't justify what you're doing. It doesn't justify stealing the eternity of fifty thousand innocents."

Sorokin's eyes opened. Slowly. They were empty, expressionless.

"Eliezer," he said in a flat voice. "You're thirty years late."

"I know. But I'm here now. And I'm asking you to stop. To free the souls. To come back."

Sorokin smiled. A cold, distant smile.

"Come back? Come back where? To a world that took everything from me? To a God who condemned me?" He shook his head. "No, Eliezer. It's too late. The network is active. The seeds are planted. In..." He looked at his watch. "Twenty-six hours, the sun will set on Yom Kippur. And it will all be over."

"Then stop it," David said. "You're the only one who can."

Sorokin looked at him. "And why would I do that? Because you ask nicely? Because you found me?" He laughed. "I knew you would come. I let you come. Because it changes nothing. Even if you kill me, the attack will happen. The seeds are autonomous now. They'll germinate on their own."

David felt despair rising. This was what he feared. Sorokin had anticipated their intervention. Made sure that even his capture would change nothing.

"There's always a way," the Rav said. "Every lock has a key."

"Not this one." Sorokin stood slowly. "Rav Almoli said it himself. Once the seeds are planted, they can only be removed by the one who sowed them. And I refuse."

"Then we'll force you," Samson said, raising his weapon.

Sorokin smiled. "You can torture me. Threaten me. Kill me. It won't change anything. I'm at peace with my decision. At peace with my destiny." He spread his arms. "Go ahead. Shoot. Let's end this."

Silence fell over the ruined church. Sunbeams fell on the chalk circle, on the open Codex, on the man waiting for death with a smile.

David looked at the Rav. The Rav looked at Sorokin. No one moved.

Then David had an idea.

"You say only the one who planted the seeds can remove them," he said slowly. "But in the dream world, identity is fluid. You can become someone else. You can share a consciousness."

Sorokin frowned. "What are you talking about?"

"If I enter your dream. If I merge with your consciousness. Temporarily. I become you. And as you, I can remove the seeds."

The Rav's eyes widened. "David, no. A consciousness fusion is... it's extremely dangerous. You could lose your identity. Dissolve into his."

"Or he could dissolve into mine," David said. "It's a risk I'm willing to take."

Sorokin was looking at him with a new expression. Interest. Curiosity.

"You would do that?" he asked. "You would risk your soul to save strangers?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

David thought of Rachel. Of the bus. Of the decision he'd made to stop dreaming. Of all those years of flight, of emptiness, of surviving without living.

"Because it's what she would have wanted," he said. "And because it's what I want. Finally."

Sorokin stared at him for a long time. Something changed in his eyes. A glimmer. A doubt.

"Interesting," he said finally. "Very interesting."

He sat back down in the circle. Closed his eyes.

"Then come, David Weiss. Enter my dream. Merge with my consciousness. And we'll see who absorbs whom."

The Rav grabbed David's arm. "This is madness. You don't know what will happen."

"No. But it's the only chance we have."

He knelt facing Sorokin. Took the die in his hand. Squeezed hard.

"Sarah," he said into his radio. "Can you hear me?"

"I hear you." Sarah's voice was tense, distant. "What are you doing?"

"I'm going to attempt a consciousness fusion with Sorokin. Monitor my signals. If I get lost... if I don't come back..."

"David, no!"

"Monitor my signals," he repeated. "And if it goes wrong, tell the Rav to use the Forced Awakening Ritual. On both of us."

He cut the radio. Looked at the Rav.

"You remember the ritual?"

The Rav nodded, face grave.

"Then be ready."

David closed his eyes. Focused on the die. On its weight. On its reality. Then he focused on Sorokin. On his presence. On his mind.

And he plunged.




CHAPTER 12 — "The Fusion"

David fell.

But it wasn't like the other dives. He wasn't falling into a dream. He was falling into a soul. Into a consciousness. Into sixty years of life, of pain, of rage, of despair.

Images flashed around him like a torrent. A ten-year-old boy in a Saint Petersburg church, marveling at the golden icons. The same boy at twelve, watching Soviet bulldozers destroy that church, priests dragged outside and beaten. A lonely, angry teenager who believed in nothing anymore. A young man fleeing the USSR, arriving in Israel, seeking answers in Kabbalah. A brilliant student absorbing Rav Morgenstern's teachings like a thirsty sponge. And then the rupture. The banishment. The loneliness. The descent.

David saw everything. Felt everything. He was Mikhail now. And Mikhail was him.

No, he told himself. I am David Weiss. Mossad agent. The man who doesn't dream.

He squeezed the die in his hand. His anchor. His reality. But the die was distant, as if through several layers of glass. Sorokin's consciousness was enveloping him, absorbing him.

This is what he warned you about, he thought. The Rav warned you. Consciousness fusion. You can lose yourself.

But he couldn't turn back now. He had to go deeper. Find the seeds. Remove them.

He let himself sink.

* * *

The world stabilized around him.

He was in a garden. A magnificent, luxuriant garden, with fruit-laden trees, flowers of every color, a crystalline river winding between the groves. The sky was perfect blue, cloudless, with a sun that warmed without burning.

Gan Eden. The Garden of Eden.

But something was wrong. As David walked, he noticed troubling details. The flowers were beautiful, but they had no fragrance. The fruits were perfect, but they were made of wax. The river flowed, but it made no sound. It was an artificial garden. An illusion. A facade.

"Welcome to my paradise," said a voice.

David turned. Mikhail was there, but not the Mikhail he knew. This one was younger—maybe thirty. Black hair, not gray. Smooth face, not marked by decades of hatred. And his eyes were different. They didn't burn. They were simply... sad.

"Is this how you see yourself?" David asked. "Who you were before?"

"This is how I would have wanted to be. Forever. Before everything was destroyed." Mikhail sat on a stone bench, watched the silent river. "You came to remove the seeds. I know. I can feel your intention."

"Are you going to stop me?"

"No." Mikhail smiled sadly. "I'm going to show you something first. And after, you'll decide."

He gestured. The garden transformed.

* * *

They were in a city. A city in ruins. Collapsed buildings, debris-strewn streets, bodies everywhere. The smell of death, smoke, blood. David recognized the place. Not from personal experience, but from reports, photos, testimonies.

Beirut. 1982.

"Sabra and Shatila," Mikhail said. "You know?"

David nodded. The massacres in the Palestinian refugee camps. Hundreds of civilians killed by Lebanese Christian militiamen while the Israeli army encircled the camps.

"I didn't do that," David said.

"No. But it's your country. Your people." Mikhail looked at him. "You wonder why I want to steal the Olam HaBa from the Jews? You think it's madness. Hatred. Nihilism. But look. Look what your people did. Look what they continue to do. And ask yourself: do these people really deserve an eternal reward?"

"They're not the same people," David said. "The fifty thousand you're targeting didn't commit these acts."

"They committed others. Or supported them. Or ignored them. Collective guilt exists, David. Your own God punishes entire nations for their leaders' sins."

The setting changed again. Gaza. Children in the rubble. Ambulances that don't arrive in time. Families mourning their dead.

"And this," Mikhail said. "Today. Now. While you and your friends worry about Olam HaBa, real people are dying. Real children. Real families. But who cares about them? Who steals their eternity?"

David felt nausea rising. Not because of the images—he'd seen worse during his career. But because of Mikhail's logic. It was twisted, but it had a certain... coherence. A certain perverted justice.

"That's not a reason," he said. "Two wrongs don't make a right. Stealing the eternity of fifty thousand innocents won't bring back those children. Won't heal those wounds."

"No. But it will balance the accounts. A little."

"That's not balance. It's revenge."

"So what?" Mikhail turned to him. "Revenge is honest. It says what it is. It doesn't pretend to be divine justice or God's will. It's just... human."

The setting dissolved. They were back in the artificial garden. But now David could see the cracks. Flowers wilting. Fruits rotting. River drying up. Mikhail's paradise was dying.

"You see that?" Mikhail said. "That's what happens when you build a world on hatred. Even if the hatred is justified. Even if it has reasons. It destroys everything. Including the one who carries it."

"Then why do you continue?"

Mikhail looked at him. For the first time, David saw something in his eyes that wasn't rage or contempt. It was fatigue. Exhaustion.

"Because I don't know how to do anything else," he said. "Because I spent thirty years building this plan. Thirty years recruiting agents. Thirty years perfecting techniques. If I stop now... all of it will have been for nothing. All that pain will have been for nothing."

"It was for nothing anyway," David said. "Whether you strike or not. Pain remains pain. Loss remains loss. Striking doesn't erase them. It multiplies them."

Mikhail was silent.

David approached him. "Show me the seeds. Show me where they are."

"Why would I do that?"

"Because part of you wants me to remove them. Part of you is tired of all this. Of the hatred. Of the revenge. Of the dying garden." David looked him in the eyes. "You let me in, Mikhail. You could have blocked me. Trapped me. Destroyed me. But you let me come this far. Why, if not because you want this to stop?"

Mikhail stared at him for a long time. Seconds stretched.

Then he nodded.

"Come," he said. "I'll show you."

* * *

They walked through the dying garden, toward a place David hadn't noticed before. A clearing. At its center, a tree. But not a normal tree. This one was gigantic, its branches extending in all directions, its roots plunging deep into the earth. And on every branch, fruit. Thousands of fruits. Tens of thousands.

"The seeds," Mikhail said. "Each fruit is a seed planted in an unconscious. Fifty thousand fruits. Fifty thousand targets."

David looked at the tree. It was monstrous. Magnificent and monstrous at once.

"How do I remove them?"

"You can't. Not from outside." Mikhail approached the tree, placed his hand on the trunk. "The tree is part of me. It's rooted in my consciousness. To remove the fruits, you have to cut the roots. And to cut the roots..."

"You have to destroy you," David understood.

"Not destroy. Transform. Reset." Mikhail looked at him. "If you want to save the fifty thousand, you have to erase what I've become. Bring me back to what I was before. The young man who still believed. Who still hoped. Who hadn't yet been broken."

"Is that possible?"

"With the Forced Awakening Ritual, yes. The Rav knows it. He can do it. But it means the Mikhail you see now—the Guardian of Dreams—will cease to exist. It will be like death. And I don't know what will remain after."

David understood the choice. To save the fifty thousand, he had to destroy Mikhail. Not physically—but psychically. Erase thirty years of life, of pain, of identity. Was that different from murder?

"There's another option," Mikhail said.

"What?"

"You leave. You let me do this. And tomorrow night, when the sun sets on Yom Kippur, the fifty thousand fall asleep. I take their Olam HaBa. And you live with it. Like everyone else has lived with every other injustice."

David looked at the tree. The fruits. The fifty thousand souls in suspense.

Then he looked at Mikhail. The tired man. The broken man. The man who, somewhere deep inside, perhaps wanted to be stopped.

"No," David said. "I'm not leaving."

He closed his eyes. Focused on the die in his hand. On the Rav, somewhere in the real world, ready to execute the Ritual.

Do it, he thought. Now. Before I change my mind.

* * *

The Forced Awakening Ritual began.

David felt it like a shockwave. A vibration traversing all layers of dream reality, shaking the foundations of the garden, the tree, everything Mikhail had built.

Mikhail screamed. A cry of pain, of terror, of loss. The tree's branches began to wither. Fruits fell, disintegrated on touching the ground. Roots retracted, shriveled.

"No!" Mikhail cried. "Not like this! Not now!"

But it was too late. The Ritual was underway. Irreversible.

David watched the man transform. Adult Mikhail, the Guardian of Dreams, began to fade. His features blurred. His body became translucent. And through him, another form appeared. Younger. Softer. The young man who had believed in God before the Soviets destroyed his church.

"I'm sorry," David said. "I'm truly sorry."

Mikhail—the old Mikhail, the young Mikhail—looked at him with eyes that no longer burned. That were just... confused. Lost.

"Who am I?" he asked.

"You're Mikhail Sorokin. You were a student of Rav Morgenstern. You loved Kabbalah. You sought God."

"And what did I become?"

David hesitated. "Someone else. Someone who was in great pain. But it's over now. You can start again."

The garden was collapsing around them. The tree was just a black skeleton. The fifty thousand fruits had vanished—seeds removed, souls freed.

"It's over," David murmured.

And the world exploded in light.

* * *

David woke on the floor of the ruined church.

Samson was bent over him, worried. "Weiss! Can you hear me?"

He nodded. Tried to speak. His throat was dry, burning.

"Sorokin," he croaked. "How is Sorokin?"

Samson hesitated. Looked toward the chalk circle.

Mikhail was lying on the floor, motionless. The Rav was kneeling beside him, checking his pulse.

"He's alive," the Rav said. "But... different. His eyes, when he opened them for a moment. They were different."

"The Ritual worked," David said, struggling to his feet. "I saw. The tree. The seeds. They're gone. The fifty thousand are freed."

Sarah, in his earpiece, confirmed. "The signals have changed. The abnormal dream patterns we've been detecting for weeks... they've disappeared. It's like the seeds were... ripped out."

David looked at Mikhail. The man opened his eyes. Looked around with confusion.

"Where am I?" he asked. "What happened?"

His voice was different. Softer. Almost younger.

The Rav took his hand. "You're safe, Mikhail. You've come back."

"Back from where?"

The Rav didn't answer. There would be time for explanations. For reconstruction. For everything that would come after.

David sat against a wall, exhausted. The die was still in his hand, squeezed so hard it had left marks on his palm.

He had succeeded. The fifty thousand were saved. The Guardian of Dreams no longer existed.

But at what cost? A man had been erased. Thirty years of life, of memories, of identity—gone. Was that justice? Mercy? Or just another form of violence?

David didn't know. And maybe he never would.

But for now, it was enough. The fifty thousand were saved. Yom Kippur could come.

And he, David Weiss, the man who no longer dreamed, had finally dreamed again.




CHAPTER 13 — "The Consequences"

The Yom Kippur sun set on an Israel that would never know how close it had come to the abyss.

In synagogues across the country, the faithful were ending their twenty-five-hour fast. They shook hands, embraced, wished each other a good year. "Gmar Hatima Tova"—may your inscription be sealed for good. They went home for the break-fast meal, exhausted but purified. Their conscience cleansed. Their sins forgiven.

None of them knew they had nearly lost far more than their sins.

David watched the sunset from the Research Center terrace, a cup of coffee in his hands. It was his first real break in three days. Since the monastery. Since Mikhail.

Sorokin's body had been taken to the hospital, where doctors declared him brain dead. His heart still beat, maintained by machines, but his mind was gone. Dissolved into dream oblivion, as he had chosen. His last words still echoed in David's memory: "Shema Yisrael..."

The prayer of the dying. The ultimate declaration of faith. Even at the end, even after everything, Mikhail had recited those words. What did it mean? That he still believed? That he still hoped? Or simply that some things are so deeply engraved they never disappear, even in the deepest darkness?

"You should sleep."

David turned. Sarah stood in the doorway, a folder under her arm.

"Soon," he said. "I wanted to see the sun set first. Make sure it was really over."

She approached, leaned on the railing beside him.

"It's over," she confirmed. "I have the analysis results. The seeds have completely disappeared from the unconscious minds of the fifty thousand targets. No residual traces. No detectable side effects. It's as if they never existed."

"And the agents? Karim and the others?"

"Interrogated and debriefed. Most are cooperating. They're... relieved, I think. Freed from Sorokin's hold." She hesitated. "Karim asked to see you. He wants to thank you."

David nodded. He would go see Karim. Later. When he had regained enough strength to face that conversation.

"And the Codex?"

"Safe. Rav Morgenstern took it back. It will be returned to the yeshiva, with new security measures. Page 72 will be sealed again. No one will read it anymore."

"Until next time."

Sarah looked at him. "You think there'll be a next time?"

David gazed at the horizon. The sun was almost down now, a thin orange band on the sea.

"There's always a next time. Someone else will find the Codex. Or write their own manuscript. Knowledge can't be destroyed. It can only be guarded. Protected. Used with wisdom or folly."

"That's pessimistic."

"That's realistic." He sipped his coffee. "But it doesn't mean we give up. It means we stay vigilant. We prepare. We train people like me to be ready when it happens."

Sarah was silent for a moment. Then she said: "The director wants to see you tomorrow. He's talking about creating a special unit. For dream threats. With you at the head."

David laughed softly. "A special unit for dream threats. Three weeks ago, I didn't even believe dreams had meaning. And now I'm being offered to lead a dream police agency."

"You have the skills. The experience. And above all..." She looked at him. "You survived a consciousness fusion with the Guardian of Dreams. You came back whole. That's more than anyone else could have done."

David didn't respond. Whole? He wasn't sure that was the right word. He had fragments of Mikhail in him now. Memories that weren't his. Emotions that weren't his. Sometimes he caught himself thinking in Russian. Or humming Orthodox hymns he'd never learned.

The fusion had left traces. Scars. Windows onto another life.

"I'll think about it," he said. "About the unit."

"Take your time. You've earned rest."

She handed him the folder. "The final reports. If you want to read them. Otherwise, it can wait."

David took the folder. Set it on the table without opening it.

"Sarah... what you did. The Targoum Project. The dives. All of it." He looked at her. "Why did you start? What drove you to explore dreams?"

She hesitated. Her eyes clouded for a moment.

"My father," she finally said. "He died when I was seventeen. Heart attack. Sudden. No preparation. No goodbyes." She took a breath. "After his death, I dreamed of him every night. Dreams so real, so vivid. And every morning, I'd wake up and he was dead again. Every morning, I lost him all over again."

"So you wanted to understand. What dreams are. What they mean."

"I wanted to know if he was really there. In my dreams. If there was a part of him that survived somewhere, that was trying to talk to me." She smiled sadly. "I never got a definitive answer. But I learned things. About dreams. About the mind. About the border between life and death."

"And now? After everything that happened? Do you have an answer?"

Sarah looked at the darkening sky. The first stars were appearing.

"I think dreams are... a transitional space. A place between worlds. What happens there is real, in a way. Not physically. But spiritually. Emotionally." She turned to him. "Your Rachel. When you see her in your dreams. It's her. Not a ghost. Not an illusion. A part of her that still exists somewhere, that finds a way to reach you."

David felt something tighten in his chest. Rachel. He hadn't dreamed of her since the monastery. He was afraid of what he would see if he did.

"I should sleep," he said. "You're right."

"Want a sedative? Something to help?"

"No." He shook his head. "I want to dream naturally. See what comes."

Sarah nodded. Placed a hand on his shoulder.

"Good night, David. And... thank you. For everything."

She left. David stayed on the terrace, watching the stars appear one by one. The night of Yom Kippur. The night when the gates of heaven closed. When destinies were sealed for the coming year.

What had been sealed for him?

* * *

He slept that night. Really slept. For the first time since the monastery, he let the dreams come.

He found himself in a garden. Not one he knew. A new place. Peaceful. Fruit trees. Flowers. A murmuring stream. The light was soft, golden, like an eternal sunset.

He walked the paths, touching leaves, breathing in the scents. Everything was alive. Everything was beautiful.

And then he saw her.

Rachel.

She was sitting on a stone bench near the stream. She wore the white dress she'd had on the day of their wedding—the wedding that never happened. Her hair was down, falling over her shoulders. She was smiling.

David stopped. His heart was beating so hard he thought it would explode.

"You're here," he said.

"I'm always here," she replied. "You just closed the door."

He approached. Sat beside her. Didn't dare touch her.

"I'm sorry," he said. "For running. For shutting you out for seven years."

"I know." She took his hand. Her skin was warm, real. "But you came back. That's what matters."

They sat in silence, watching the stream flow. David felt tears coming, but he didn't hold them back. He let them come.

"I miss you," he said. "Every day."

"I know. I miss you too." She squeezed his hand. "But David... you have to keep going. You have to live. Not just survive. Live. Love again. Dream again."

"I don't know if I can."

"You can. You've already proven it." She looked at him, eyes bright. "You saved fifty thousand souls. You faced the Guardian. You fused with his consciousness and came back. You're stronger than you know."

"I don't feel strong."

"No one feels strong. Strength is what you do despite the fear. Despite the pain. Despite everything." She caressed his cheek. "You're a good man, David Weiss. Never forget that."

He closed his eyes. Felt her hand on his face. Engraved this moment in his memory.

"Will I see you again?" he asked. "In my dreams?"

"Maybe. Sometimes. When you need me." She smiled. "But not too often. You have to live in the waking world. That's where your life is now."

She stood. Walked toward the trees.

"Rachel..."

She turned. "Yes?"

"I love you."

"I know." Her smile was radiant. "I love you too. Always."

And she disappeared among the trees, like a light slowly dimming.

David woke. It was day. Sun streamed through the window of his room at the Center. He was soaked in sweat, but not from fear. From something else.

He got up. Went to the window. Watched Tel Aviv waking under the morning sun.

A new day. A new year. A new beginning.

He made a decision.

He would accept the director's offer. Create the special unit. Train agents to face dream threats. Use what he'd learned—from Sarah, the Rav, Mikhail, Rachel—to protect others.

He would live. Really live. Not just survive.

And he would dream. Every night. With courage. With hope. With the certainty that dreams, like life, had meaning. Even when that meaning was hard to see.

He picked up his phone. Called Sarah.

"It's David. Tell the director I accept. I'll take the unit."

A silence. Then: "You sure?"

"Yes." He watched the sun rise over the city. "I'm ready."

He hung up. Smiled.

The Guardian of Dreams was dead. But dreams continued. And David Weiss, the man who had closed the door to his dreams for seven years, was finally ready to face them.

All of them.




EPILOGUE — "A New Dream"

Three months later

December in Tel Aviv. Israeli winter, which meant eighteen degrees instead of thirty. A light breeze blew from the sea, carrying the smell of salt and seaweed. The sun declined toward the horizon, turning the sky into a palette of orange and pink.

David Weiss walked along the beach promenade, watching the Mediterranean melt into twilight. Waves murmured their eternal song. Seagulls cried. Evening joggers passed in sweat. Families walked their dogs. Normal life. Life after.

Three months since the monastery. Three months since Mikhail. Three months since the day fifty thousand souls had nearly lost their eternity without even knowing it.

David stopped near a bench. Sat. Watched the sea.

He slept now. Really slept. Every night, he closed his eyes and plunged into dreams. Not the protective black void he'd imposed on himself for seven years. But real dreams. Vivid. Colorful. Sometimes peaceful, sometimes disturbing. Always meaningful.

The night before, he had dreamed he was flying. Over Jerusalem. Over the golden stone rooftops, the domes and bell towers, the narrow alleys where three thousand years of history layered upon itself. He flew effortlessly, carried by a warm wind, and the city below was at peace. No sirens. No explosions. No walls. Just ancient beauty and the silent promise of a better future.

It was a good dream. A dream of hope. He'd woken with a smile—something that hadn't happened in years.

But there were also the other dreams. The darker ones. Fragments of Mikhail that still lived in him after the fusion. Sometimes he woke with Russian words on his lips. Or the memory of an Orthodox church he'd never visited. Or a phantom pain—the pain of a man who had lost his faith at twelve and never found it again.

That was the price of the fusion. Invisible scars. Windows onto another life. David had learned to accept them. To integrate them. Not as intruders, but as witnesses. Reminders of what he had faced. What he had conquered. What he had saved.

"You're late."

David turned. Sarah walked toward him, two takeaway coffees in hand. She wore jeans and a light sweater—not her usual lab coat. It was their day off.

"I was early," David said, taking the coffee she offered. "You're late."

"I had paperwork to finish." She sat beside him on the bench. "The quarterly report for the director. About the unit."

The unit. The official name was "Oneiric Threat Division," but everyone just called it "the unit." A small team—David, Sarah, two analysts, a technician, and Rav Morgenstern as consultant—tasked with monitoring and neutralizing threats operating in the dream world.

Three months of existence. Zero major cases. A few minor alerts—a New Age guru claiming to enter his followers' dreams, a Russian hacker trying to sell "dream services" on the dark web—but nothing comparable to Mikhail. Nothing requiring a dive. Not yet.

"What does the report say?" David asked.

"That we're operational. That our protocols work. That we need more budget." She smiled. "The classic."

"And the director?"

"Happy. Relieved, mostly. The Sorokin affair could have been catastrophic. Fifty thousand victims. A metaphysical threat no one would have understood. He got lucky."

"We all got lucky."

They drank their coffee in silence, watching the sun descend toward the sea. Tel Aviv's lights flickered on one by one behind them. The city was beginning its nightlife—bars, restaurants, music escaping open windows.

"I saw Karim today," Sarah said.

David turned to her. "How is he?"

"Better. Much better." She hesitated. "He asked me again to thank you. For what you did in his dream. He says you saved his life. Not physically. But..."

"His soul."

"Yes. His soul."

David nodded. Karim Boutros had been released two weeks after Yom Kippur. No charges—officially, he hadn't done anything concrete. But he had asked to stay in Israel. To work with the unit. To use his knowledge of Sorokin's network to help identify other threats.

It was strange. A former Hezbollah agent working for the Mossad. But times were strange. And the lines between enemies and allies weren't what they used to be.

"And the Rav?" David asked. "Any news?"

"He went back to Jerusalem. He's teaching again. But..." Sarah shook her head. "He's aged. What happened with Mikhail... it marked him."

David understood. The Rav carried a guilt nothing could erase. Having trained the man who became the Guardian of Dreams. Having given the tools that nearly destroyed fifty thousand souls. It wasn't his fault—not really—but guilt never needed logical reasons.

"I should go see him," David said. "It's been too long."

"He'd like that. He asks about you often."

The sun was touching the sea now, an orange ball slowly sinking into the waves. Last rays lit the clouds, creating a spectacle of colors lasting only minutes. David watched, trying to engrave this image in his memory. Simple beauty. The present moment. Life continuing.

"Do you dream about her?" Sarah asked softly.

David didn't need to ask who she meant.

"Sometimes," he said. "Less than before. But sometimes."

"What's it like?"

He thought for a moment. How to describe those dreams? They weren't nightmares anymore. Not the bus exploding on loop. Not flames and screams. Now, when Rachel appeared in his dreams, it was in calm moments. Happy memories. Their first meeting at the café. A walk on this same beach. Shared laughter at a stupid movie.

"It's peaceful," he finally said. "She's there. We talk. We remember. And then she leaves. And I wake up." He looked at the sea. "It's not pain anymore. It's nostalgia. Gratitude. For having had that time with her. Even if it was short."

Sarah placed a hand on his. Said nothing. Sometimes silence was more eloquent than words.

The sun disappeared below the horizon. The sky darkened. The first stars appeared.

"You know what the Rav told me?" David said. "The last time I saw him?"

"What?"

"He told me dreams are letters. Letters the world sends us. And our job isn't to control them. But to read them. To understand them. To learn what they're trying to tell us."

"And what are they trying to tell you? Your dreams?"

David thought. Thought of all the dreams he'd had over the past three months. Good and bad. Light and dark. Rachel and Mikhail. Hope and pain.

"That life goes on," he said. "That loss doesn't define everything. That even in darkness, doors open." He looked at her. "And that I don't have to walk through them alone."

Sarah smiled. It was a good smile. Warm. Real.

"Then don't walk through them alone," she said.

They stayed on the bench until stars filled the sky. Then they got up and walked along the promenade, toward the city lights, toward life continuing.

David thought about everything that had happened. Everything that had been lost and saved. About Mikhail, who had vanished into nothingness but had found, perhaps, a form of peace at the end. About Rachel, who now lived in his dreams as a luminous memory rather than an open wound. About the fifty thousand souls who would never know how close they had come to the abyss. About the Rav, who carried his guilt like a perpetual prayer. About Karim, who had chosen to build instead of destroy.

And about himself. David Weiss. The man who no longer dreamed, and who had relearned to dream.

The road had been long. Painful. Sometimes impossible. But he had walked it. And he was still here. Still standing. Still alive.

It was more than he had hoped for.

It was enough.

* * *

That night, David dreamed.

He was in the garden. The one where he had said goodbye to Rachel. Fruit trees. Flowers. A murmuring stream. The golden light of an eternal sunset.

But this time, he wasn't alone with Rachel. There were other people. Silhouettes he recognized and others he didn't. Rav Morgenstern, young and strong as in his youth. Sarah, smiling. Karim, without pain in his eyes. And others. Dozens. Hundreds. Maybe thousands. Everyone he had crossed paths with. Everyone he had saved. Every dream he had touched.

And there, at the center of the garden, a door. Not threatening. Not closed. Just an open door onto a soft, inviting light.

Rachel approached him. Took his hand.

"Are you ready?" she asked.

"For what?"

"For what comes next."

David looked at the door. The light. The people around him. And he understood. This wasn't the end. It was a beginning. A new chapter. A new story to write.

"Yes," he said. "I'm ready."

He walked through the door.

And woke up.

Sun streamed through his bedroom window. A new day. A new year. A new life.

David Weiss smiled. Got up. And began.

כָּל הַחֲלוֹמוֹת הוֹלְכִים אַחַר הַפֶּה

"All dreams follow the mouth."

— Talmud, Tractate Berakhot 55b
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