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Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction. The principal characters, their words, and the plot are products of the author’s imagination.

The Jewish sources cited, however — Tanakh, Talmud, Midrash, halakhic codifiers — are authentic and precisely referenced (chapter and verse, tractate and folio) so that every reader may verify them. Likewise, the historical persecutions evoked are documented; the references provided allow the reader to trace them to their sources.

This book does not stage horror: it names it and situates it, so that memory may be exact. It does not call for the vengeance of men. As the prophet Obadiah writes, “and the kingship shall be the Lord’s”: judgment belongs to Heaven.

Any resemblance to real, living persons is coincidental, except where reference is made to public, dated, and verifiable statements.




Dedication

לְזֵכֶר הַנִּשְׂרָפִים שֶׁלֹּא נִשְׂרְפוּ

In memory of the burned who did not burn.

To those whose graves are unknown, because the bodies were never returned.

To the mother who counted the six hundred steps to the palace — and counts them still.

To the child who watched his mother over the shoulder of the man carrying him away, and did not cry.

To those who, in the fire, when asked “what do you see?”, answered that the letters were flying up.

To those who were led to the sea, and chose the water over denial.

To those who prayed in a cellar, so low that their own children did not know the name of what they were keeping.

To those whose executioners were made into saints.

To those who left nothing but a scar, passed from palm to palm, and a Name that could never be torn from them.

The fire was real. The pain was real. The ash is real.

And the bush still burns, and it is not consumed.

This book was written before me — with your blood, your silence, your patience.

I only bent down, and gathered the letters.




Epigraph


הַגְּוִילִין נִשְׂרָפִין וְהָאוֹתִיּוֹת פּוֹרְחוֹת “The parchments burn, but the letters fly up.” — Rabbi Chanina ben Teradion, one of the Ten Martyrs, burned by Rome wrapped in a Torah scroll (Avodah Zarah 18a)




וְעָלוּ מוֹשִׁעִים בְּהַר צִיּוֹן לִשְׁפֹּט אֶת־הַר עֵשָׂו וְהָיְתָה לַה׳ הַמְּלוּכָה “And saviors shall ascend Mount Zion to judge the mount of Esau, and the kingship shall be the Lord’s.”

  
  
  ch006.xhtml
  




Prologue — Nimrod’s Furnace

Ur Kassdim — year 1948 of the world (1813 before the common era)



Amatlaï bat Karnavo had nursed her son at the third hour.

That was the thing she would remember for the rest of her life. Not the palace. Not the king. Not the flame. The breast. The hand of the child holding her breast with the five-fingered firmness she recognized as the firmness of her own body. At that hour she was still telling herself: I am the one holding him. She did not know that within the hour the order would reverse — that the child would be holding his mother, by the memory he was about to leave in her belly for the rest of her life.

Avraham (Abraham) was three years old.

At that age, in Ur Kassdim, a child understood certain things. That the moon was not a goddess, for example. Avraham said so. His nurse worried about it. Térah (Terah), his father, priest of the city’s idols, laughed at it under his breath in front of his colleagues, but he did not laugh long. Térah knew that the children of Ur Kassdim who spoke the way Avraham spoke did not go far.

Amatlaï knew it too. She had known it from the birth, from the instant when, in the tearing of her body, she had felt that she was bringing into the world not an ordinary child but a child who would call to account things larger than his mother. It is a thing no woman ever says out loud. She made the child, the child outgrows her, and she has to carry that in silence for the rest of her life.

A child is the extension of the mother. That is not a metaphor. It is a truth of the flesh.

What had come out of her was a piece of her. She had carried that body the way one carries one’s own lung, with the same obedience, with the same self-evidence. When the child nursed, it was her own tiredness that was feeding him. When the child wept, it was her own belly that was weeping. She did not distinguish, she could not distinguish, she would never distinguish. No mother distinguishes.

No mother knows either, while nursing, that her body is performing in silence what the Gemara (the Talmud’s discursive commentary) would call, centuries after her, in tractate Niddah, the silent miracle of the breast. As long as a mother nurses, she does not bleed. The blood she would have lost to the moon, her body draws back and converts to milk so the child may live. A mother does not feed her child. She transmutes him. The breast is an altar without stone, without fire, without priest — and it is exactly because there is no pageantry that the nations cannot see it. The nations look for the miracles that make noise. The real miracle, in a mother’s body, makes no noise at all.

Later, when Avraham would have left Ur Kassdim and she would not see him again, Amatlaï bat Karnavo would tell her granddaughters a sentence no Torah (the Five Books) ever set down in writing: A man comes out through the tube. The belly does the rest. And Aladdin’s lamp is not a fairy tale. It is the mother. But that sentence would come later. That morning, at the third hour, Amatlaï was holding her son, and she did not yet know she would have to give him back.



Térah came into the women’s chamber at the fourth hour.

He was wearing his priest’s robe. The blue resin on the lips, the kind that kept the voice from shaking when you stumbled over a prayer. He did not speak to Amatlaï. He looked at the child sleeping on the straw cushions. He said to the nurse:

“Bring him.”

The nurse did not move. Térah said it again. The nurse looked at Amatlaï. Amatlaï did not move either, because the instant Térah had said bring him, Amatlaï had known.

She had known he was taking him to the palace.

She had known, from the stories that had run through the city for three days — the child who had broken the idols in his father’s workshop, the court that wanted an example, the king who could not afford to leave the incident without a sequel. She had known, when Térah had eaten his supper in silence the night before, that Térah had been calculating. She had known, the instant he had said bring him without looking at her, that Térah had chosen.

Térah was not handing his son over out of cowardice. He was handing him over out of calculation. He had weighed his function as a priest, his reputation, his standing, his other children. He had set one of them on one side of a scale and the rest on the other. He had concluded. The calculation had led him here.

Amatlaï bat Karnavo, who had never calculated anything in her life, understood at that moment that there are two kinds of human beings, and that the kind that calculates is the kind that can kill what it has made.

She got up. She took the child herself. She did not give him to the nurse. She handed the child to Térah with her own hands, because she wanted, all the way to the end, that it would be her body that passed the body that was hers.

Térah took the child. He held him badly. A man does not know how to hold a child — he can count them, name them, feed them at the day’s price, but he cannot hold them. He went out. Amatlaï followed. The nurse wanted to follow too. Amatlaï stopped her with a look. Not you. No one but me.



The walk to the palace was six hundred paces.

Amatlaï counted every one. She did not know why she was counting them. She knew only that she wanted each pace to be named, distinct, kept, because she felt that the right to count anything having to do with the body she had carried was about to be taken from her.

Térah walked ten paces ahead of her. He did not turn around. The child, in his father’s arms, was looking back over his father’s shoulder. He was looking at his mother. He was not smiling. He was not crying. He was looking. No mother holds that gaze longer than a few seconds. Amatlaï held it for six hundred paces.

Past the potters’ workshop, a woman recognized Térah, recognized the child, understood. She let the bowl she was shaping fall. The bowl shattered on the stone. She did not pick it up. She stood at her wheel, hands over her mouth, watching the procession that had no name yet but would have a name, later, in every language on earth.

Past the cattle market, two donkeys refused to move forward.

Past Térah’s own workshop, the pieces of the broken idols were still on the ground — Térah had not wanted them picked up for three days. Avraham looked at them. His mother looked at them. Térah did not look at them. Térah was looking straight ahead. Calculation, in that moment, had taken up all the room in his eyes.

Amatlaï thought: He won’t see his workshop again. Whatever happens today, his workshop is finished. She was right. Térah would lose his workshop within the year.

At the six-hundredth pace, they reached the palace.



On the lower esplanade of the palace, at the foot of the stairs that climbed to the rooftop, the soldiers had already gathered the others.

Amatlaï bat Karnavo did not see them at first. She was walking behind Térah, eyes on the nape of Avraham’s neck, and it was the sound that made her look up. Not a scream — more precisely, a blanket of stacked screams, irregular, rising from the ground like low smoke. The screams of women. The screams of human flesh that knows it is losing something it will not get back.

There were four of them.

The first, on the left, must have been twenty. Brown dress. Hair tied. She was holding her child — an infant, maybe four months old — pressed to her chest with both hands, fingernails dug into the flesh of the child’s back as though she wanted to absorb him through her own skin. Two soldiers of the second rank held her by the elbows. A third was working her fingers loose from the child. He got it done after twelve tries. The child was taken. The woman dropped to her knees. No soldier raised her up. She scraped the stone in front of her with her fingernails until the nails broke. No one stopped her. No one was watching her. She was no longer anyone’s responsibility.

The second, in the middle, must have been thirty. She had two children — a boy of five or six, a girl a little younger. Both children were already on the ground, thrown there by the soldiers. The mother had been thrown next to them, her face against the flagstone. One soldier had his right boot, at the back-of-the-knee bend, on the back of the mother’s neck. Not to kill her — the pressure wasn’t enough for that. To hold her against the stone while they carried her children off. The mother wasn’t screaming. She was saying, over and over, in a language Amatlaï did not know: kalla mar lakhna. Kalla mar lakhna — take me in their place. Take me in their place. The soldier wasn’t listening. The soldier was looking off toward the top of the rooftop, waiting for the next order. His boot on the back of the woman’s neck was the same posture as a shepherd resting his boot on the leash of a dog while he waits to be told what to do.

The third, on the right, was the oldest — maybe forty. She wasn’t fighting. She was standing straight up and watching her child — a boy of eight — being carried toward the stairs. She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t screaming. But when her child, reaching the third step, turned to look at her, she opened her mouth and a sound came out that was not a word, not a cry, not a sob. It was a tear — the sound the throat makes when it splits. The soldier beside her drove an elbow into her ribs to silence her. The woman dropped to her knees without breaking off the sound. A second soldier struck her across the crown of her skull with the shaft of his spear. She crumpled sideways. The sound continued half a second after her body touched the stone. Then it stopped.

The fourth, at the far end, was young — fifteen perhaps, barely out of the age when one is still oneself a child. Her child was two, maybe less. She was not holding him. She could not. Four soldiers had already separated her from him. The child was crying, standing, a meter away from her, arms reaching for his mother. The soldiers let the child cry. They held the mother. The young mother, seeing that her child was calling for her and that she could not go to him, had begun to bite the inside of her own cheek. Blood ran from the corner of her mouth. She kept biting. It was the only thing left for her to bite.

Amatlaï stopped dead.

Térah kept walking three paces before he realized she was no longer behind him. He turned. He saw Amatlaï looking at the four women. He saw, on Amatlaï’s face, what every man who has calculated has seen one day on the face of a woman who has not calculated: the precise instant when the woman understands what the man has been keeping from her.

Térah said, without raising his voice:

— Move.

Amatlaï did not move.

Térah came back to her. He took Amatlaï’s elbow in a hand that, in their twenty-three years of marriage, had never touched her elbow for any reason other than to guide her in society. This time the hand gripped. This time the hand had the king’s order behind it. Amatlaï felt, in the squeeze of her elbow, the border she had never crossed in twenty-three years of marriage: her husband was no longer a husband. Her husband had become a functionary of the court. He was leading her to the palace the way a soldier leads a prisoner.

She let herself be led.

But as she passed the second mother — the one a boot was holding to the ground — Amatlaï saw the woman’s face turned toward the flagstone, the cheek crushed against the stone, the eye open. The eye looked at Amatlaï for half a second. Not to ask for help. Not to accuse. The eye said, in half a second, without a word, what no language of Ur Kasdim had yet invented to say: soon you.

Amatlaï understood. She said nothing. She kept walking.

On the steps that climbed to the rooftop, the executioner Itya was coming down in the opposite direction. He was carrying in his arms the burnt body of the third mother’s child — the boy of eight. The body was still smoking at the shoulders. The flesh of the shoulders had blackened and cracked in plates. The smell — cooked flesh, burnt hair, the aromatic oil they threw in the furnace to sweeten the smoke for the priests and which sweetened nothing — the smell hit Amatlaï at the fourth step. She did not vomit. She did not have time. She was, at that instant, engraving the smell into her belly, because she sensed that she would have to keep it alive in memory for the rest of a life that would last seventy years.

Itya passed beside them without looking at Térah. Itya looked at Avraham. Itya looked at Amatlaï. Itya, who had done the same job thirty-four times in the last six months, did not let anything cross his face. But at the instant he passed Amatlaï, his Adam’s apple made a small movement upward and then downward, like a man swallowing a thing he would rather not swallow. Amatlaï saw it. No one else saw it. No one else ever did.

The executioner passed. He laid the burnt body of the child on a wooden stretcher leaning against the wall of the palace. Three other bodies were already on it — the other mothers below had not yet seen, because they had been turned the other way. The fourth mother, the fifteen-year-old, saw. She fainted. Nobody caught her. She fell on the stone, head first. They dragged her by the ankles three meters away, toward the wall, where she would come back to consciousness alone.

Amatlaï kept climbing the steps behind Térah.

At the last step, before setting her foot on the rooftop, she heard the voice of the young mother who had just come back to consciousness, down below, and was screaming — not the name of her child, which she could no longer pronounce because she had bitten her tongue half through — but a single word, over and over: amma, amma, amma — mama, mama, mama. The young mother was calling for her own mother, who had died three years before in Ur Kasdim of fever.

The word struck Amatlaï in the small of the back.

She climbed the last step.



At the instant her right foot touched the stone of the rooftop, Amatlaï closed her eyes for half a second. Not from exhaustion. Not from horror. From something else — something no woman of Ur Kasdim had yet experienced, and which no tongue had yet named. The eyelids closed of their own accord, the way one lowers eyelids against too strong a light. Except there was no light. There was a vision.

She saw, behind her eyelids, what no woman of the year one thousand nine hundred fifty-one of the world should have been able to see.

She saw Jerusalem burning. A wall of pale stone, enormous, larger than any structure of Ur Kasdim, cut for a thing that did not yet exist — a Temple, whose name she did not know, but whose meaning she recognized at first sight. The wall was burning from the top. Men in uniform — not Ur Kasdim soldiers, other soldiers, their helmets were different, they bore emblems shaped like a winged lion — were throwing scrolls into the fire. The scrolls burned slowly. The men laughed. At the foot of the wall, in a line, women. Hundreds. Each one holding a child. And next to each woman, a soldier. And the mechanics of the soldiers was the same as what Amatlaï had just seen down below, on the esplanade. The same boot on the same nape. The same calculus of armies. The same gesture you learn once and never forget.

The name of the king presiding over this destruction passed through her mind without her having learned it: Nebuchadnezzar. The word came from a tongue she did not speak. The word was hard, dry, metallic, cut for methodical destructions. The king wore a pointed crown. He was watching the wall burn from a rooftop very like the one Amatlaï had just set her foot upon. He was not smiling. He was calculating, the way Térah calculated. Kings who calculate, Amatlaï understood at that instant, are always the same breed of man. They change crowns. They do not change the look in their eyes.

She saw, next, another Temple. Larger. Whiter. Burning harder. This time the soldiers wore different emblems — an eagle, above the letters SPQR which Amatlaï could not read but in the order of which she recognized the cold arithmetic of Rome before Rome had been. The Second Temple. Titus. Another metal name. Another line of mothers below. Another same instrument.

She saw, then, more quickly, in rapid superposition — fifteen cities, twenty, thirty, that she did not know. Worms in winter, red snow in the streets, men with crosses on their cloaks throwing Jewish families into pits. Toulouse in spring, Jews burned in the cathedral square. Toledo, the auto-da-fé, a bishop in white chasuble watching a Sephardic mother burn with her child. Belmonte, Marranos hidden in cellars, praying in silence. Mogador in 1907, the lootings, Jewish women dragged by the hair down Slat el-Azama Street. Auschwitz — the word said nothing to her, it was a language she would never speak — but she saw the smoke from the chimneys and she recognized, in the posture of the SS at the foot of the railcars, the same posture as the soldiers of Nimrod at the foot of the stairs. Baghdad 1941. Tripoli 1945. Mashhad. Aleppo. Lod. Be’eri.

Be’eri. The last fire-name. A late-summer morning, a Sabbath of a Jewish festival — Amatlaï did not know the Jewish festival calendar, but she recognized, from the smell of bread and grilled fennel rising from the houses, that it was a holy day. And she saw mothers again. Israeli mothers this time. Children four months old, like the infant of the first mother she had just seen down below. But taken otherwise. Not by soldiers with spears. By men in fatigues, hooded, with weapons Amatlaï could not name but whose weight she recognized — long weapons that spat, a thing she did not understand, but which caused the mothers to fall before the children were taken.

The thirty-third furnace, she heard said inside her, in a voice that was not hers but spoke in her body. The thirty-third will rise from the east, at the dawn of a seventh day of a seventh month of a year that will be of numbers. It will begin at the hour when women nurse their own.

Amatlaï opened her eyes.

Half a second. No witness saw it. Térah had walked three paces forward. Itya, below, had already recrossed the esplanade in the other direction to return to his post. Nimrod, at the far end of the rooftop, was looking off at the horizon.

But Amatlaï bat Karnavo, who had received no theological education up to that day, understood in that half second a thing no one in Ur Kasdim yet knew: the nations will begin again. Thirty-three times. And between the first and the last, her son Avraham, who was in Térah’s arms ten paces from the furnace, would be the only reason the thirty-third would not get the last word.

And inside the half second, the vision laid down a second layer beneath the first.

She saw that each of the thirty-three kings — Nimrod, Pharaoh, Sennacherib, Nebuchadnezzar, Haman, Antiochus, Titus, Hadrian, the bishops of Nicaea, the popes of Lateran, the Crusaders, Torquemada, the Almohads, Khmelnytsky, the Tsars, the Mufti, Hitler, the seven Arab armies, Khomeini, Khamenei, the Mufti’s heirs at Be’eri — each of them would be activated against Israel as a rod. A rod, not a sword. A rod of correction, lent into their hand for a single instant by the only One who lends, with a single mandate: to bring the children of Israel back to question, when they had strayed. Nothing more. Not the destruction of the child. Not the murder of the mother. Not the burning of the workshop and the slaughter of the elders. Only the waking.

But she saw also — and this was the second layer of the vision, the layer no woman of Ur Kasdim should have been given to see — that each of the thirty-three would exceed the mandate. Each one would add his own cruelty. Each one would boast against the hand that held him. Each one would believe, in the moment of striking, that the strength of his arm was his own strength — when in fact his arm was only the borrowed instrument of a correction he could not name.

And she heard, in the same voice that had named Be’eri, a single verse — spoken in a tongue she did not yet know but recognized as the tongue her son would speak when he would no longer be hers:


הוֹי אַשּׁוּר שֵׁבֶט אַפִּי, וּמַטֶּה־הוּא בְיָדָם זַעְמִי. וְהוּא לֹא־כֵן יְדַמֶּה וּלְבָבוֹ לֹא־כֵן יַחְשֹׁב, כִּי לְהַשְׁמִיד בִּלְבָבוֹ.

Woe to Assyria, the rod of My anger, in whose hand is the staff of My indignation. But he does not think so, nor does his heart so consider — for his heart desires to destroy.



And after that verse, before her eyelids had reopened, a second verse — heavier, slower, with the weight of a thing already locked into the future:


וְהָיָה כִּי־יְבַצַּע אֲדֹנָי אֶת־כָּל־מַעֲשֵׂהוּ בְּהַר צִיּוֹן וּבִירוּשָׁלָ‍ם, אֶפְקֹד עַל־פְּרִי־גֹדֶל לְבַב מֶלֶךְ־אַשּׁוּר.

And it shall be — when the Lord has performed all His work upon Mount Tzion and on Jerusalem — I will punish the fruit of the pride of the king of Assyria.



Amatlaï understood — in the way a woman understands without explanation what her body has just been told — that the verse was not a hope. It was a debt. The prophet who would one day speak it had not yet been born; he would be born much later, in another country, of another mother, under another sky. But the verse was already lodged in the air between her and the furnace. The prophet would not invent it. He would only carry it down. The prophet does not interpret. The prophet speaks in the Name of the One who is the only judge.

And she understood the second part of the lock, which was the harder one: a prophecy spoken by HaShem does not fall by halves. If the first half is fulfilled — and the first half would be fulfilled, in her own grandsons’ grandsons’ time, by the visible fall of every empire that had raised the rod above its mandate — then the second half could not stay unfulfilled. The second half — the judgment of each rod for the cruelty it had added — was as locked into the future as the first.

The rod would be judged. Not by the mothers below — they would never see the judgment in their lifetimes. Not by her son Avraham — Avraham would walk out of the furnace, but he would not pronounce sentence against Nimrod. He would file the case and walk away. Not by any human court of any city of any century yet to come. The judgment of the rod would be pronounced only by the One who had lent the rod in the first place — the only Judge who knows the difference between the blow that was sent and the blow that was added.

We are His children, Amatlaï heard, in the same voice. He judges those who have killed us. He judges those who have stripped us. He does it Himself. We file the indictment. We do not pass sentence. Where there is human justice, there is no justice. Where there is no human justice, there is justice.

Amatlaï bat Karnavo, who had never heard the word prophecy and would not hear it for the rest of her life, received the doctrine of the prophets in the time it takes a mother’s eyelid to close and reopen.

She drew a single breath — deep, to recover the air she had lost during the vision — and she walked forward toward the center of the rooftop.



On the roof of the palace, Nimrod (Nimrod) had been waiting since first light.

He had ordered the third-level furnace prepared, the one they used for the kingdom’s enemies — rebels, conquered kings, witches. It was the executioner Itya who had asked it of him in a low voice: my lord, the child is three years old. And Nimrod had answered, without looking at Itya, with the patience of a king who has to explain the obvious: Rebellions start at three, Itya. If you wait for them to be thirty, you have no kingdom left.

When Térah arrived on the roof, Nimrod did not stand. He looked at the child Térah was carrying. He looked at him for a long time. Then he said, almost amused:

“That him?”

“That’s him,” Térah said.

“Three years old?”

“Three years and two moons.”

Nimrod smiled. It was the smile of a man who knows he is living a scene that no one, in any book yet written, had written before him. A king sentencing a three-year-old for outrage against the gods is a thing people tell stories about.

He gestured to the executioner. Itya came forward. He took the child from Térah’s hands with the delicacy one has for wounded animals. He was gentler with the child than Térah had been. His hand, behind the nape, supported the head. The palm recognized. Itya, like every executioner of Ur Kassdim, had children of his own at home, and it was through that palm that he distinguished, at that precise instant, the king’s order from the order of things that get done without having to be done. This would be his last execution. He did not know it yet.

Avraham, in Itya’s arms, looked at Nimrod. He was not crying. Three-year-olds cry when they are separated from their mother. Avraham was not crying. That absence of tears unsettled the court.

Nimrod stepped down from his seat. He walked to Itya. He took the child’s chin between two fingers.

“What do you know, little one?”

The child looked at him. He did not answer right away. It was a child’s silence, not a silence of defiance: the natural pause of a being who does not yet have the urgency of grown people.

Then he said, in a child’s Aramaic:

“You make the idols with your hand. My mother made me in her belly. No one makes idols in their belly. So the idols are nothing.”

The silence in the court. The silence you do not break. Amatlaï, standing at the edge of the roof, ten paces away, heard the sentence and felt her knees buckle under her. Not pride. Not vanity. The very precise sensation that the sentence she had just heard had not been learned by the child. It had come out of her, through him, by way of him. The belly speaks, she thought. And the man who calculates does not know that the belly speaks.

Nimrod did not answer right away. He had prepared an answer — he had had three days to prepare it — but the answer he had prepared assumed an adult challenge, a theological challenge, a political challenge. He had not prepared an answer for a child who says my mother made me in her belly.

He straightened. He said, louder than necessary, because a king does not stay long without an answer in front of his court:

“Bring the fire.”



Itya hesitated.

Itya always hesitated. It was his professional flaw: he weighed before he threw. But this time he weighed longer than usual. He looked at Térah. Térah did not look at him. He looked at Nimrod. Nimrod gave a short signal. Itya went down the step that led to the trap.

Amatlaï bat Karnavo took two steps forward.

It was all she could do. Two steps. The soldiers of the first rank lowered their spears to bar her — not to wound her, to contain her. She stopped. She looked at her child, who was now between Itya and the furnace.

Itya tilted the child. The child did not struggle. He looked down. He looked at the flame. The flame said nothing — not yet.

Itya let go.

Amatlaï bat Karnavo did not close her eyes. No mother closes her eyes. It is a thing you do not know until you have been a mother: at the instant the child falls, the eyes do not close, because the eyes want to keep, they want to keep down to the last fraction of a second, because it is the last time there will be anything to keep.

Amatlaï bat Karnavo saw her child descend into the furnace the way a stone descends into a well.

She felt, in her belly, the exact reverse of childbirth: the flesh she had expelled three years before was being injected back into her lower belly through memory, in reverse, and it was the most precise and most forbidden sensation any woman has ever had to carry. The body reversed. Aladdin’s lamp turned over.

And the flame wrapped around the child without touching him.



The court did not breathe.

The soldiers counted. Seven beats. Thirty. Sixty. Then the eternity of one beat more. At the end, Itya, who had leaned over the trap because it was his job to verify that the work was done, Itya cried out:

“He is not burning, my lord.”

Nimrod came forward. He had burned men before Avraham. Thirty-four. They did not keep count under other kings, but Nimrod kept count, because Nimrod loved the arithmetic of the dead. He looked into the trap.

The child was walking inside.

Not upright — Avraham was not tall enough to walk like an adult in a furnace of that size. But on all fours, his knees on the metal that should have charred him, his palms on the red-hot stone that should have peeled his skin. The flame wrapped around him without touching him. As if the flame had been given an order it was obeying without understanding it.

Nimrod stepped back one pace. It was the first time anyone had seen him step back. The eleven priests of Bel and Dagan lowered their heads together. Not out of respect. Out of calculation. When a king steps back, the priests lower their heads: it is the rule that lets them keep their heads attached to their necks.

Nimrod looked for someone to make pay for the step back. He looked fast, because a king does not stand for long in front of a public humiliation without converting it into a private humiliation for someone else. He found Haran.

Haran was Avraham’s older brother. Twenty years old. Married. Father of Lot and two daughters. He had come because he had been told to come. He was weighing, at that precise instant, what it was better to say if Nimrod questioned him, and above all what he would lose if Nimrod turned his anger toward Haran’s own children.

“Haran,” Nimrod said. “You. You calculate. Tell me who you believe in. The God of your brother, or my idols?”

Haran looked at the trap. He saw his little brother walking on all fours inside the furnace. The thing was impossible. He saw that the thing was impossible. He also saw Nimrod’s face, and in that face the fear of a man who would not bear a second humiliation today. Above all, he saw the faces of his own children as they slept that morning, in his own house, six streets from the palace.

Haran weighed.

He thought: If Avraham wins, I say Avraham. If Nimrod wins, I say Nimrod. That was his caution. That was his intelligence. That was the caution he had learned from his father, and that his father had learned from his father, since the flood, since Babel — the caution of the men who survive in cities, who never die first, who slip between the rages and who come home every evening to have supper with their wives and their children.

Haran calculated fast. The flame had not taken Avraham. So Avraham won. So one should say Avraham.

He said: “I believe in the One my little brother believes in.”

Nimrod smiled. It was the smile of a man who has just caught a man calculating.

“Then down you go.”

Itya took Haran by the shoulders. Haran did not walk. Haran fell — his legs gave out under him in the last two steps, because Haran, the instant Itya had touched him, had just understood what he should have understood ten seconds earlier: that the flame does not read sentences, the flame reads men.

Haran fell into the furnace.

Haran burned.

Amatlaï bat Karnavo noted the smell. She noted the sound. She noted the duration — twenty-two beats only. And she noted the last thing Haran tried to say before the smoke took his voice. He tried to repeat I believe in the One my little brother believes in, but he could not, because the sentence had never entered him. He had fabricated it on the surface, like an idol. And an idol, in the flame, does not hold.

Lot, who was ten years old and was standing with his mother at the foot of the roof, did not cry. He had not understood. He would understand years later, in Sedom, when the angels would come to take him. He would never forget that his father had calculated.



Avraham came out of the trap at the fourth hour.

No one knows by what path. Itya the executioner, later, would say that the furnace opened by itself on the north side. The two surviving priests would say that the central trap had stayed open the whole time, that Avraham had come back up the way he had gone down, and that no one saw him come back up because everyone was watching Haran. Amatlaï, who knew, never told the true version. She would say, to whoever wanted to hear: The passage exists for the one who has not calculated. No one else can take it.

Avraham, on coming out of the furnace, walked to his mother. He did not run — a three-year-old who comes out of a furnace does not run, he walks, because he has learned something no adult could learn in the time it takes to walk ten paces. He climbed into Amatlaï’s arms. Amatlaï held him. She did not cry right away. She would cry an hour later, in the women’s chamber, in private, thanking a Name she did not yet know how to pronounce.

Térah, the instant Avraham came out, understood that he would not see his son alive under his roof again. Térah was right. Avraham never came back to the house. He slept at his mother’s house that night, for the last time. The next morning, Amatlaï bat Karnavo left Térah’s house with her son. She would never come back either.

Later — much later, in Harân, when Avraham would be not three but seventy-five — Hashem would say to him: Lekh lekha. Go for yourself. Out of your land. Of your birthplace. Of the house of your father. And the Torah, in its ancient modesty, would choose the word house — בֵּית — to designate the wife. Because a woman, in the holy texts, is never named aloud when she is a mother. His house, that is his wife, the Mishnah would say later, in Yoma. The house of your father, in the hidden tongue, would mean the wife of your father. And Térah’s wife was Amatlaï bat Karnavo. Leave the house of your father would mean, in low voice, in the modesty of what is not said: leave your mother.

That would be the hardest order of every order Avraham received. Harder than the furnace. Harder than the knife raised over Yitshak (Isaac). Because no man is ever asked to leave the one who transmuted him.

But that morning, in Ur Kassdim, Avraham was only three years old, and he was not yet ready to leave Amatlaï bat Karnavo. He was still holding her in his arms. And she was holding him in hers.

Térah stayed. He lost his workshop within the year. He lost the priesthood the year after. He lived the rest of his days in an obscurity no one in Ur Kassdim bothered to measure, and he died without anyone asking him whether he had been right to calculate that morning. That is the most discreet and the most complete punishment a father can receive: forgetting without memory of his wrongs.

Nimrod’s court remained. Eleven priests became ten the next morning — the eleventh hanged himself, no one ever knew why, and no one dared to ask. Itya kept his post for six years, then disappeared. The furnace was put out three days later, because it takes three days to silence a flame that has refused a child.

Amatlaï bat Karnavo, later, taught her granddaughters this sentence that is in no holy book, but that the women of Israel have passed to one another in the ear for forty centuries:


Doubt calculates. Doubt burns. Faithfulness repeats. Faithfulness passes.





That is how the furnace began.

And that is what it became, generation after generation, in the house that would be the house of Israel.

One generation later, the second fire was lit. But this time it was neither Térah nor Nimrod who lit it. It was Hashem Himself, on the top of Mount Moriah, in answer to a challenge the Satan had laid before Him on Avraham’s faithfulness. Hashem took the bet. Avraham received the order. Yitshak — born of the bet itself, a son given so he could be given back — accompanied his father to the pyre. At the foot of the wood, when Avraham, in a dry voice, spoke the ritual sentence: Elokim yir’eh lo ha-she le-ola, beni — God will provide Himself the lamb for the offering, my son — Yitshak heard the second layer of the sentence, the one paternal modesty did not say aloud: the lamb, it is my son. Yitshak did not move. He lay down. He stretched out his throat. The knife went up. The angel stopped it. And the verse that follows says: vayéelkhou shnéhem yakhdav, and the two of them walked together. The father and the son. The executioner and the lamb. Together. That word is the hidden signature of the second furnace. The second mode of survival for Israel was no longer the flame that does not burn. It was acceptance that disarms the blade.

One generation further on, the third fire was lit. Esav, twin brother of Yaakov, ordered his elder son Eliphaz to intercept Yaakov on the road to Harân and to kill him. Eliphaz obeyed. He overtook Yaakov on the steppe. He raised his hand. But he loved his uncle — it was the one thing Esav had not calculated. And Yaakov, who knew the halakha before it was engraved aloud at Sinai, said to Eliphaz: Take everything I own. A poor man is like a dead man. You will have done what your father asked of you without spilling my blood. Eliphaz took. He came back to Edom with full hands and a washed heart. He told his father: I killed him. Esav believed him. And from that transmutation, the third mode of survival for Israel was written into the juridical fabric of the people to come — no longer the flame, no longer acceptance, but the ingenuity of love that turns a murder into a gift, and a murderer into a brother.

Three patriarchs. Three furnaces. Three exits.

But between the patriarchs and the nations, there was Lavan.

Lavan did not burn. Lavan did not raise the knife. Lavan did not order a son to go kill a cousin. Lavan did worse. Lavan invented the gematric lie — the first betrayal that speaks truth on the surface and lies in the depths.

Yaakov arrived at Lavan’s after Eliphaz had transmuted him. He saw Rachel by the well. He loved her within seven seconds, to the point of weeping — which no verse says so bluntly about any other man: vayissa et qolo vayévk, he lifted up his voice and wept. Yaakov asked Lavan for Rachel in exchange for seven years of service. Lavan answered: Tov titi otah lakh mititi otah le-ish akhér — It is better that I give her to you than that I give her to another man. Yaakov heard Rachel. Lavan, in his hidden tongue, was saying Léa.

The proof is in the gematria ketana, the reduced calculation the Kabbalists have known since Avraham. Titi — תתי — equals nine. Mititi — מתתי — equals four. And nine is the gematria ketana of Léa, לאה. And four is the gematria ketana of Rachel, רחל. Lavan was saying to Yaakov: I will give you — Léa — rather than give you — Rachel. Out loud, Lavan was promising Rachel. Underneath, the verse was delivering the truth: Lavan would give Léa.

And he gave Léa.

And Yaakov worked seven more years for Rachel.

And it is in those fourteen years — and the six that followed for the flocks — that the nation of Israel was born in the house of Lavan, in spite of Lavan. For Lavan, the Passover Haggadah says aloud every year, bikhech la-akor et ha-kol — sought to uproot everything. Pharaoh decreed only against the boys. Lavan wanted to erase the whole nation in his conjugal workshop, by inverting the wives, by inverting the firstborns, by holding Yaakov twenty years in servitude. He was the first to try to uproot Israel in a single generation. He did not succeed. He produced twelve tribes in spite of himself.

And from that first gematric fraud, Yaakov learned the fourth survival of Israel: patience that decodes the surface lie, and love that does not give up even when the promise is betrayed. The fourth mode of survival for Israel was no longer the flame, nor acceptance, nor the ingenuity of love. It was patience that unmasks.

Four furnaces. Four exits. And a final secret that Lavan, by wanting to invert the firstborns, wrote into the sky of Israel in spite of himself:

The bekhor (firstborn) of Yaakov, in his heart, was never Réouven, son of Léa, legal firstborn. The bekhor of Yaakov, in his heart, was Yossef (Joseph), son of Rachel — bekhor ha-ahava, firstborn of love. It is from Yossef that the treasure descends which the Pessa’him (tractate Pessa’him, Talmud) would call centuries later va-adayin mounah be-Romi — and is still placed in Rome to this day. Gold, menorah, vessels of the Temple, scrolls of the Testimony: everything that came out of the house of Yossef is today in the house of Rome. And it is that treasure that Cardinal Aldo Carafa touched tonight, at three-fourteen, in the deepest lower vaults of the Vatican Archives. And it is in reading the name of Yossef that Carafa died.

And after the patriarchs, the nations took over.

The surrounding nations heard the story. They heard that in Ur Kassdim a child had come out alive from a furnace. They understood nothing about the miracle, because the nations never understand miracles. They understood something else: If a child can pass through fire, then fire can be a path.

They invented Molokh.

A hollow bronze idol with outstretched arms. A path of fire that led to the arms. The child they made run on the path of fire so he could embrace the idol. No child ever got there. They all burned before. The parents watching wept, but the priests told them that the weeping was exactly what was needed for the idol to accept the sacrifice. And the parents, who calculated like Térah, handed over the next child the next moon.

That is the longest story to tell in the whole pagan history, and the most silent. For eight hundred years, in every valley around Canaan, children ran toward idols they never embraced.

When Hashem gave the Torah to Israel, He engraved this prohibition before many others:


You shall not give any of your seed to pass to Molokh, nor shall you profane the Name of your God. I am Hashem. (Vayikra 18:21) Whoever gives of his offspring to Molokh shall be put to death. (Vayikra 20:2) You shall utterly destroy all the places where the nations served their gods. (Devarim 12:2)



Israel obeyed. For two thousand years, in the land Hashem gave it, no child was thrown to Molokh.

The nations never forgot Térah’s gesture. They changed the name of the idol. They changed the name of the path of fire. But they kept going. Edom, Babylon, Rome, Byzantium, Baghdad, Cordoba, York, Mayence, Lisbon, Toledo, Kishinev, Auschwitz. Every generation invented its own way of repeating the gesture Térah had made at the fourth hour of the 1948th morning of the world.

Thirty-two times.

The thirty-third begins today.



It begins at the Vatican, on the 14th of Iyar 5786 (May 8, 2026). Three fourteen in the morning, Rome time.

A cardinal whose name is Aldo Carafa is standing alone in the deepest lower vaults of the Vatican Archives. He is seventy-two years old. He is holding in his hands a parchment he has just found in a coffer no one had opened since 1944.

The parchment is in Aramaic-Hebrew of the Mishnah period. It is dated to the first century. It names and accuses twenty-seven nations.

Carafa reads the first line. He reads the second. At the third, he understands.

At the fourth, he dies.



Next: Chapter 1 — Rome, 03:14
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Chapter 1 — Tehran, Modarres Expressway, 17 Iyar 5786 (May 24, 2026), three fourteen in the morning

The round came through the windshield at the height of the rearview mirror, passenger side.

Daniel Vidal didn’t have time to duck. The laminated glass crazed outward four inches from his right temple. The bullet kept going. It punched through the headrest behind him, exited the back of the seat, and ended its run in the trunk inside the spare tire. The tire whistled flat. The car—a gray 1996 Peugeot 405 with Tehran plates whose original owner Daniel did not know and did not need to know—lost grip and slid sideways across Modarres Expressway at one hundred forty kilometers an hour, southbound, toward Mottahari Square.

Daniel cut the wheel right.

He missed the rollover by three meters. The Peugeot scraped the concrete divider, caught the left front fender on a signal post, and came off again on three wheels. Daniel slammed it into fourth. The engine screamed. The needle dropped to ninety, climbed back to one ten. On three wheels. The rear right hub was eating the asphalt. A flag of sparks rose in the left side mirror.

Behind him, two white Saipa Sainas.

Daniel didn’t turn his head. He watched the interior mirror—the one missing its right corner from the glass that had bloomed inward. Lead Saipa, sixty meters back. Young driver. No beard. No checkered keffiyeh. Gray suit, no tie. Quds—but not a sergeant. A senior operative. The passenger rode out the window with an AK-47 already shouldered, sight square on Daniel.

The second Saipa held the right lane one hundred twenty meters back. Classic pincer. The first one pushes; the second closes off the next exchanger.

Daniel thought about his mother.

Not long. The space of a single heartbeat—the one that falls between two others when you know you’ll be dead inside ten seconds. Sara Vidal, seventy-two, in Casablanca, in the kitchen of the apartment on Boulevard Mohammed the Fifth, making adafina (the slow-cooked Sabbath stew of the Moroccan Jewish kitchen) for Shabbat. She would not know he was dead before the sun rose over Tel Aviv. She would learn it from the neighborhood rabbi around nine local. She would say what she had said when his father Yossef zatsal died in 5778: barukh dayan ha-emet—blessed is the true judge. She would not weep in front of the rabbi. She would weep later, alone, at the kitchen counter, over the salt in the adafina.

I accuse, Daniel thought—not knowing why the word came to him at that precise instant, not knowing he was forming it in a language he had left behind at thirteen—I accuse the man who would have my mother cry over her adafina in a Casablanca kitchen so that no more Jewish mothers in this world would cry at night over a son dead in Iran on a Tuesday in May.

He floored it.




Modarres-Hemmat Interchange, three seventeen

The Peugeot 405 on three wheels made the jump.

Daniel cut left at the exact second the right-hand Saipa cracked open its passenger door for the shot. The door, swung wide at one hundred ten kilometers an hour, caught the wind like a sail. The Saipa pitched. The shooter lost his line. His burst went into the sky—two seconds of pop-pop-pop that woke three pigeons off a nearby roof. Three pigeons. No more. Tehran at three seventeen is almost empty.

Daniel took the Hemmat West exit on three wheels. The hub bit into the spiral ramp. The Peugeot wallowed. Daniel dropped to third. The engine, dry on oil for three days, coughed blue smoke through the tailpipe. The right side mirror exploded—not from a round, from the mechanical pressure of the hub grinding pavement. Daniel didn’t see it. He was watching the broken interior mirror.

Both Saipas took the ramp behind him.

Lead car, forty meters. Second car, seventy. They had stopped firing—wrong zone now, too much masonry, ricochets unpredictable. They wanted to push him into the northern corridor, toward Tajrish, toward the Iranian diplomatic quarter, where a third car was probably waiting in ambush.

Daniel did not take the northern corridor.

At the next interchange, at three nineteen, he cut due south—into the Tehran Grand Bazaar. The exit was unmarked, but he knew the ramp by heart. He had studied it for six weeks on a map before the operation. The ramp descended in four tight switchbacks down to Naser Khosrow Street. The bazaar closed at midnight. At three twenty, this was the deadest zone in north Tehran—no cops, no cameras. The merchants slept above their shops. No one came out.

The Peugeot 405 on three wheels entered the ramp at one hundred kilometers an hour.

Daniel steered. The Peugeot slid. He let off. The Peugeot slid the other way. He steered again. The Peugeot kissed the inside line of the second switchback at fifty centimeters from a brick wall. The right rear hub threw sparks against the masonry.

Behind him, the lead Saipa entered the ramp at eighty.

Young driver, no ramp experience, braked too late. The Saipa went broadside. It hammered the brick wall full bore at the third switchback. The hood crumpled. The shooter, who had been riding the window, ejected through the passenger frame. Daniel watched in the broken mirror as the body completed a full rotation in the air before hitting cobblestone. The AK-47 fell six meters from the body. The body didn’t move.

I accuse Khamenei, Daniel thought, who sends twenty-four-year-olds to die against a brick rooftop in Tehran for a mission he calculated a thousand kilometers away in an air-conditioned office. I accuse the man who sends his own operatives to the slaughter trying to kill a Jew. I accuse Cyrus in reverse, Nebuchadnezzar in reverse, Haman in reverse—the same arithmetic for two thousand six hundred years that changes nothing except the name of the crown on the head of the one giving the order.

The second Saipa braked at the bottom of the ramp.

It did not enter.





Bazaar, Naser Khosrow Street, three twenty-two

Daniel came off the ramp.

He took Naser Khosrow at ninety. The hub ground. The engine bled oil. He had seven minutes before the third Iranian car—the one waiting in the north—would be redirected to the bazaar. Seven minutes to vanish.

He cut right into an alley five meters wide. Brick fronts. Roll-down steel shutters. No lights. He rolled thirty meters. Stopped under a low archway. Killed the engine. Opened the door. Stepped out.

Into the silence that now filled the alley enormously, he heard, two streets over, the second Saipa idling on patrol. He heard his own heart pounding at one forty. He heard, farther off, by hundreds of meters, the muezzins of Tehran beginning to clear their throats for fajr—the call to dawn prayer, not yet spoken but already loading itself in their chests, a kind of preparatory rasp, like an echo chamber switching on.

He heard something else.

Under the passenger seat torn from the Peugeot, in the foam compartment where he had hidden his gear for customs, a device was beeping. Not a phone—an unbranded unit built in a Mossad Tevel workshop in 5784, whose official function was acquisition of Aramaic Judean documents. The device was a low-frequency scanner calibrated to detect, at a maximum of six meters, the presence of ancient cellulose: parchment, papyrus, goatskin tanned according to the priestly method of Bethel.

The device was beeping.

Someone in this alley, within six meters maximum, was carrying first-century parchment on him.

Daniel pulled the Beretta from the right inner pocket of his jacket. He took three steps toward the source of the beep. He looked into the archway opposite.

Under the arch, in the shadow, a silhouette stood. No movement. No sound. A silhouette that had watched him climb out of the Peugeot. A silhouette that had not fired. A silhouette carrying, in an inside pocket, a fragment of parchment almost two thousand years old.

The silhouette spoke in vocalized Hebrew—not Farsi, not Aramaic—the Sephardic Hebrew of the yeshivas of Tzfat:

— דָּנִיאֵל בֶּן יוֹסֵף וִידָאל. אֲנִי הָיִיתִי כָּאן לְפָנֶיךָ. (Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. I was here before you.)

The silhouette stepped forward into the pale light bleeding down from the roof opposite—a man of sixty-two, in a frayed dark suit, black kippa, a brown leather satchel in his right hand. A scar across the left cheek. Gray-blue eyes. His left hand open, palm forward: I am not armed.

I accuse Pharaoh, Daniel thought, not knowing why. I accuse Pharaoh who drove his chariots after my people to the edge of the Red Sea three thousand three hundred years ago, and who reincarnates himself on this Tuesday in May in Tehran under the name of the Islamic Republic, so that at three twenty-two in the morning a Mossad officer might cross paths in a bazaar alley with a man of sixty-two who pronounces his name in vocalized Hebrew and carries on him a parchment from the year ninety of the common era.

The man with the gray-blue eyes spoke:

— אַתָּה לֹא יוֹדֵעַ מִי אֲנִי. תֵּדַע לִפְנֵי הַזְּרִיחָה. (You do not know who I am. You will know before sunrise.)

And he took the second step.
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Chapter 2 — The Third Line

Rome — 14 Iyar 5786 (May 8, 2026), 13:04



The third line of the parchment ran nine words.

Daniel read them once. He did not breathe. He read them a second time. Then he did what his training had taught him never to do in a scene with a living cardinal, a dead cardinal, and a Mossad woman he had never met. He took a step back.

The woman. He still did not have her name. She did not step back. She leaned over the parchment. She read it again. Her right hand caught her own left wrist at the level of the vein, and squeezed. Not for reassurance. To verify. To confirm her blood was still moving. It is a gesture Daniel recognized without naming. Mossad people who pray in Mishnaic Aramaic without moving their lips do that gesture.

Cardinal Pietro Lombardi, three paces from the table, still said nothing. He had watched them read the first line. He had watched them read the second. Now, at the third, he was waiting for one of them to say aloud what he himself had known at three twenty-two in the morning, watching Carafa’s body collapse at his feet.

Daniel spoke in French. It was his language of precision when he did not want Italian to betray him.

“Cardinal Lombardi.”

“Yes.”

“You knew what this line said.”

“I knew.”

“You waited for us to arrive before you read it aloud.”

“I waited for an Israeli to arrive. That is different. Carafa, who died tonight, was not the first in this room. Before him, there were two prefects of the Archives. The first in 1944. He saw the chest and closed it again. The second in 1979. Same gesture. Carafa, he opened it.”

“Why now.”

Lombardi took five seconds to answer. Five seconds of a man choosing, in the instant he uses them, the rest of his life.

“Because Carafa read, Mr. Vidal. That is all. He read the first line. Then the second. Then the third. And his heart did not follow.”

The woman spoke for the first time, in Italian. Not Hebrew. Not for Daniel. For Lombardi.

“This line does not say something one learns. It says something one recognizes.”

“Yes, signora.”

“You recognized it.”

“I recognized it.”

“And you left it for us.”

“I could not keep it alone. It would have killed me too. Not physically. More slowly. I preferred to return it to those it belongs to. To the Jews. It is their line.”



Daniel moved back toward the table.

He looked at the third line. He translated it for the woman, low, in modern Hebrew, because at that exact moment he could no longer do otherwise than say it in a language.

“Ve-Shaoul ish Tarsos lakakh et bekhor ha-ahava ve-hilbisho al zar, lemaan yaavdou ha-goyim ben she-eineno ha-ben.” (And Saul the man of Tarsus took the firstborn of love and clothed him on a stranger, that the nations might serve a son who is not the son.)

He stopped. He returned to French, for Lombardi who could follow Hebrew but deserved to hear it in the language of his ordination.

“And Saul the man of Tarsus took the firstborn of love, and clothed him on a stranger, so that the nations would serve a son who is not the son.”

Lombardi, who had been on his feet since midnight the previous day, who had not slept, who had not wept, chose this instant to close his eyes briefly. He did not weep. But something in the upper half of his face yielded by a quarter millimeter. Daniel saw it. The woman too.

“The firstborn of love,” Lombardi said. “Bekhor ha-ahava. That is Yossef, I suppose.”

“That is Yossef,” the woman said. “Son of Rachel. Firstborn of Yaakov’s heart, never Reuven. The Vatican has worshipped for nineteen centuries a Galilean who was clothed in the name of someone else. That is what this line says. And that is what you knew, Cardinal, the instant Carafa fell.”

Lombardi nodded. Once.

“Il bambino non era il bambino,” he said, low, in an Italian that was no longer the Italian of a prefect. It was the Italian of a child learning, at sixty-eight, that he had been raised on a book whose first sentence had been falsified.

Daniel thought of his father. Yossef Vidal zatsal (of blessed memory). Talmudist. He had studied tractate Pessa’him (Talmudic tractate, Order of Festivals) all his life. He had wept once, Daniel knew it for having heard it without wanting to hear it, while reading Pessa’him 119a, the line about the treasure of Yossef still placed today in Rome. Daniel had been fifteen. He had risen from the table. He had walked out of the house. He had not asked why his father wept. He had been nineteen when he left the yeshiva (academy of Torah study). He was thirty-five now, in Rome, in the basements of the Vatican Archives, and he understood for the first time the sentence he had refused to hear twenty years earlier.

His father had not wept over a book. His father had wept over the name.

Va-adayin mounah be-Romi. (And it is still placed in Rome.)

The name of Yossef. The name of the son.



A siren cried, two floors above.

Lombardi turned his head toward the door. He checked his watch. He spoke, low.

“Polizia. They are coming. They know nothing, but they are coming. You have two minutes.”

The Mossad woman took out her phone. She did not ask permission. She took eight photographs of the parchment. A general view, four details of each corner, two on the lines, one on the tear of the fifth. She photographed with the precision of an archaeologist, not a spy. Daniel noted it. He filed it in the same pocket where he filed the things he would have to understand later.

Lombardi was not watching her photograph. He was watching Daniel.

“Mr. Vidal. Before you go up. One thing.”

“Yes.”

“There is a third fragment. Not here. Not in Rome. Carafa discovered it too. He did not say. He said there were two fragments. This one, and another you will find this month by following Yossef. But in truth, there are three. The third is where no one has ever looked because no one has dared go down there since 1492.”

“Lisbon,” the woman said without looking up from her phone.

“Lisbon,” Lombardi repeated. “Beneath the Mosteiro dos Jerónimos. Below the crypt of Vasco da Gama. In a chamber the Portuguese marranos built before the Inquisition to hide what the Inquisition would come looking for first. You will find the entrance through one of my cousins, who is named Maria. She is a sister. She is a descendant of marranos. And she is here today, in this basilica, on the third floor above us, waiting for you to come up.”

Daniel took a quarter second to understand.

“Sister Maria Battista.”

“Sister Maria Battista, yes.”

“She had Carafa come tonight. She knew the chest would be opened.”

“She had Carafa come tonight because she knew I would not do it alone. She is the last of her line. She is sixty-four. She has no children. She is waiting for someone, among you, to go down to Lisbon with her before she dies.”

The woman put her phone away. She looked at Daniel. It was the first time since they had met on the parvis that she was looking at him truly. Not to measure him, not to file him, but to see him. Daniel returned the gaze. He felt, in the precise zone of his sternum where he had always filed his atheist certainties, a thing he had not foreseen. The very precise sense that he was not alone in this room with her. That he had not been alone since this morning.

A second siren, closer. Lombardi straightened.

“Go. West exit. The corridor descends. You go up by the service stairs. You cross the sacristy. You leave through the Olive Court. Sister Maria will be waiting in the third side chapel on the right. She will give you what you need for Lisbon. And then you will leave.”

“And you,” Daniel said.

“I stay. I call the police. I tell them what they need to be told. Il cardinale è morto d’infarto. I sign the report. I go home at midnight. And I will not sleep. But that is my problem.”

He took one step toward Daniel. He was, at that instant, smaller than he should have been for a sixty-eight-year-old cardinal. He spoke, low, in Italian.

“Signor Vidal. Trovate il frammento di Lisbona prima del Vaticano. Prima del Mossad. Prima persino di voi stesso.”

Mr. Vidal. Find the Lisbon fragment before the Vatican. Before the Mossad. Before even yourself.

He raised his hand. He opened the door from inside.

“Go.”



Daniel and the woman climbed the thirty-two steps backward.

They did not run. Running, in a Vatican basement, alerts the cameras Lombardi had cut but other cameras still watch. They walked. Fast, but not too fast. They counted. Daniel counted backward. Thirty-two, thirty-one, thirty. She counted forward. He would have sworn it. They reached the top without exchanging a word.

In the sacristy, Daniel turned his head toward her.

“Avigail,” she said before he had time to ask. “Avigail Cohen-Eichenbaum. Mossad, Tevel division. We can keep using vous for another hour, or you can switch to tu now. As you prefer.”

“Daniel Vidal. Shabak (Shin Bet, Israel’s internal security). Tu.”

“You read Aramaic better than I ever will. Welcome to the mission that did not exist two hours ago.”

“You read Hassidism inside the Mossad. Welcome to the mission I thought I was carrying alone.”

They left through the Olive Court. The May Roman light, at thirteen seventeen, fell on the cobblestones like a blessing that had not asked to come but had come anyway. Daniel, who had not prayed in fifteen years, briefly raised his eyes. He did not pray. He noted the light. It was his way of saying thank you to a Name he did not recognize, but to which, since this morning, he could no longer say no as firmly as he would have liked.

Avigail, beside him, did not note the light. She walked. She had known since childhood that every May Roman light is a light borrowed from a Bekhor ha-Ahava (Firstborn of Love) who has been waiting nineteen centuries for it to be returned. She did not say it. She would never think it aloud in front of Daniel. But she thought it, at that exact moment, with the precision of a woman who has learned to count every borrowed light before returning each one in turn.

Sister Maria Battista was waiting for them in the third side chapel on the right.
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Chapter 3 — The Envelope

Rome → Fiumicino → Rome-Lisbon flight — 14 Iyar 5786 (May 8, 2026), 13:30 → 18:00



Sister Maria Battista did not look like a nun.

She looked like a Marrana.

Daniel did not know the difference at first. Avigail knew it the instant they crossed the threshold of the third side chapel. She stopped a meter from the bench where Maria sat. She lowered her head by one degree — not to bow, to recognize. And Maria, who had been watching a statue of a Madonna she had known since she was nine would never answer her, lifted her eyes and recognized her back.

— Bevakasha sevi, she said in Hebrew. Please be seated.

Her voice carried the Portuguese accent of the Marranos of Belém, who had not spoken Hebrew in four hundred years but had never forgotten how to say please. Daniel knew it at once. His mother, in Casablanca, had known a family like this. The Pereiras of the rue Touarga. They ate kasher (kosher, ritually fit food under Jewish law) without saying so, lit Friday candles without daring to bless them aloud, and whispered the Shema (the central Jewish declaration of God’s oneness) in a cellar whose trapdoor an ancestor had cut in fourteen ninety-six.

Daniel sat.

Avigail stayed standing.

Maria drew from the inner pocket of her habit a kraft-paper envelope, folded in two, closed with a red wax seal pressed with a sign no Roman museum would recognize — a Star of David with one of its points missing. She set the envelope on the bench, halfway between her and Daniel. She did not hand it to him. She placed it.

— What you read downstairs is not the whole scroll, she said. It is a quarter of the scroll. The other three quarters are in Lisbon. Beneath the tomb of Vasco da Gama. Below the floor that tourists tread every day without knowing what is under it. There is a stone marked with an incomplete star like this one. You will recognize it. You will open it. You will take what is inside. And you will come back.

Avigail spoke for the first time.

— Why are you not coming with us, signora?

Maria smiled. The smile was a matter of absolute economy — a few muscles at the corners of her lips, nothing in the eyes.

— Because I was born in Rome, bat Yisrael (daughter of Israel). My parents too. And theirs. And every Pereira in Rome before us, since a certain Diogo Pereira fled Lisbon in fourteen ninety-six with a book his descendants never opened. I am the last of that line. I had no children. The nation ends with me. I will not travel to Lisbon to die because I cannot die anywhere but here. That is the other clause of the bargain Diogo Pereira struck in fourteen ninety-six — he saved the book by losing the right to leave Rome.

Daniel looked at the envelope on the bench. He did not take it. He looked at the wax seal — the six-pointed star with one point gone. Five whole, one truncated. He calculated without thinking: five out of six. Five intact, one lost. That was the mathematical signature of the Marranos — Anussim, the forced ones — who kept five-sixths of what they were and lost a sixth in the crossing.

— You never opened the envelope, he said.

— I opened it once. At nine. My father died that year. He made me swear not to open it again until someone came who could read it. I kept it closed for fifty-five years. I opened it again last night, at midnight, because I understood Carafa was going to die that night. I added a sheet of paper. Then I closed it again. You will open it together. Not before Lisbon. Not before the stone.

She stood. Her hand rested for half a second on the bench, beside the envelope. It was a gesture of transmission — not of surrender. She was not giving the envelope; she was passing its keeping.

— Hadassah hi Esther, she said low, in Hebrew, looking at Avigail. Hadassah, she is Esther. Asher kashrah be-malkhut Pereira. She who held in the kingdom of Pereira. It is my baptismal name. It is my dying name. You will carry it to Lisbon for me.

She left the chapel without turning back.



Daniel picked up the envelope.

He felt, between his fingers, the exact weight of a paper five centuries old, folded over itself by ten generations. He slid the envelope into his father’s leather bag. The bag, for the first time in ten years, struck him as having a reason to exist.

Avigail said, without looking at him:

— Fiumicino, TAP flight 832, departure fifteen fifty. I bought the tickets while she was talking.

— Under which passport?

— Under mine. Under yours. You don’t need to know how I have them.

— Avner is going to call.

— Avner is already calling. You call him back in the taxi. You tell him you’re following the linguistic lead. You lie with the precision of an atheist who only lies to institutions. For your chain of command, you’re in Rome until tomorrow. For mine, I’m on a case that doesn’t exist. For the Vatican, we left with nothing.

— And for us?

She raised her eyes to him for the first time since they had come up from the basement. She said, in Hebrew, very low:

— For us, we work for Pereira now. Not for our services. That’s different.

Daniel did not answer. He had no training for a sentence like that. He filed it away, the way he had been filing everything since this morning, in the pocket he kept for the things he could not yet handle.

They left by the courtyard of olives.



TAP flight 832 took off at sixteen oh-two.

Daniel, for the first time in fifteen years, did not ask for a window seat. He took the aisle. Avigail, at the window, watched Rome shrink under the Airbus’s right wing. When St. Peter’s became a gold dot at ten thousand meters, she closed her eyes and recited silently the seven verses of Psalm 121, in order, without moving them by a hair. Daniel guessed it without looking at her. When she finished, she opened her eyes and said:

— We can open.

Daniel drew the envelope from the leather bag. He broke the seal — the Star of David with five and a half points cracked under his thumb. He unfolded the kraft paper.

Inside, three objects.

One. A key of old bronze. Handwork, fifteenth century perhaps, perhaps fourteenth. Shaft twelve centimeters long, bit cut with four asymmetric teeth. On the ring, engraved with a child’s penknife, the inscription Pereira 1496.

Two. A piece of parchment, fifteen centimeters by ten, covered in miniature Hebrew script in brown ink turned almost black. Fourteen lines. Daniel scanned them — it was the continuation of the Rome scroll. The line count matched. The scribe’s hand matched. Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya, in Jerusalem, had been writing from Rome to Lisbon across fourteen hundred years of waiting.

Three. A sheet of modern white paper. Spiral-notebook paper, torn off. Blue Bic-pen handwriting. Four lines.

Avigail took it. She read it. She did not speak for eight seconds.

Then she said:

— That is my grandfather’s writing.

Daniel turned his head. Avigail held the sheet at chest height, two centimeters from the fabric of her jacket. Her right hand trembled imperceptibly.

— Rabbi Eichenbaum zatsal (of blessed memory)?

— Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal, Avigail said low. He died in twenty twenty. As far as I know, he was never in Lisbon. He never spoke of Pereira either. And yet this sheet — Sister Maria added it last night — bears his handwriting. It’s his hand. It’s his pen. It’s the blue Bic 1985 he bought by the box of fifty from the stationer on rue Yaffo.

She laid the sheet on the tray table. She smoothed it with the flat of her hand, twice, the way one smooths a thing one would have wanted to write oneself. Then she read aloud, very low, in French for Daniel:

— To him or her who opens this envelope: if you are reading these words, Maria kept her word and you are worthy of what comes next. Before you go down in Lisbon, know three things. First: the key does not open the stone. The key opens a box that lies behind the stone. Second: Pereira is not a man’s name. It is the name of a place. Look for the pear tree. Third: you are not the first. I went down in nineteen seventy-nine. I came back up with permission to say nothing. I now pass you the silence the way one passes a debt one could not pay oneself.

— Yossef Eichenbaum, scribe of Israel, the year five thousand seven hundred thirty-nine, in Lisbon.

The silence in the cabin. Avigail did not breathe for three seconds. Daniel did not either.

— He went down there, Daniel said.

— He went down and he never spoke of it to anyone, Avigail said. Not to my father. Not to my mother. Not to me. For forty-seven years he carried the continuation. And last night, in Rome, through a nun he probably never met, he passes me the silence the way one passes a candle.

— Mi-pi sofer le-sofer, Daniel said low. From scribe to scribe.

— Yes.

She refolded the sheet. She slid it back into the envelope with the key and the first-century parchment. She closed the envelope on her knees. She looked through the porthole, where the sky was emptying of Rome and filling with Tiber water and Atlantic. She did not weep. She noted, exactly the way Amatlai bat Karnavo (Avraham’s mother, named by name in Tractate Bava Batra 91a) has been noting for four thousand years through the line of Jewish women who carry what is not said aloud, the precise instant when a grandfather dead six years had just come alive again inside an envelope sealed by a Roman Marrana he had never met.

Daniel, beside her, understood for the second time in six hours that he had walked out of militant atheism without giving anyone permission.

He did not say it.

He did not even think it in words.

He noted. The way she did. The way his mother in Casablanca did. The way Amatlai bat Karnavo had noted on a rooftop in Ur Kasdim.

TAP flight 832 began its descent toward Lisbon at seventeen fifty-eight, Portuguese time.
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Chapter 4 — The Pereira

Lisbon, Humberto Delgado airport → Belém — 14 Iyar 5786 (May 8, 2026), 6:00 PM → 8:00 PM



Lisbon did not look like a city you visit. It looked like a book somebody had never finished writing.

Daniel noticed it as he stepped off the jet bridge onto Terminal One. The air was already brackish. The Atlantic began two kilometers west, and the city had spent six centuries letting itself be salted by it. It was a taste he knew without ever having met it. His paternal grandmother, in Mogador, had carried that same salinity in her skin when she kissed his forehead at Pessah (Passover, the spring festival commemorating the Exodus) and handed him an open pomegranate.

Avigaïl, beside him, walked at the precise pace of a woman who knows exactly where she is going in a city she claims not to know. Daniel did not ask. He had learned in the last eight hours that questions put to Avigaïl bat Eichenbaum all received the same answer. A silence that said no, because she did not have permission to say yes.

They cleared customs without being stopped. Avigaïl carried in the lining of her jacket two passports, one of which was no longer entirely hers and the other of which had never been hers. Daniel went through with his Quai d’Orsay diplomatic passport. Linguistic cell, ancient archives, B+ clearance. The Portuguese stamp printed on page fourteen, next to a Yad Vashem stamp he had never requested either but had ended up keeping.

At the exit, Avigaïl’s phone vibrated. She looked at the screen without taking the phone out of her pocket.

— Avner, she said.

— Are you taking it?

— You take it.

Daniel pulled out his own phone. Avner Ben-Ezri, head of the Diaspora-South cell in Jerusalem, was calling on the secure line. Daniel picked up while walking toward the taxi queue.

— Daniel.

— Avner. I am in Lisbon. The linguistic lead. A Roman Marrana pointed me to a private library in Belém that supposedly preserved a manuscript fragment of Yaakov ben Yossef, late first century. I come back tomorrow night.

— You are lying.

— Yes.

— You are lying well. That is new.

— I am learning.

There was a silence on the line. Daniel heard, behind Avner’s voice, a window closing in Jerusalem. That was Avner’s tell when he chose not to ask the next question.

— Come back alive, Daniel.

— That is the idea.

— And tell Avigaïl that her cousin Tehillah called her mother in Tzfat this morning. She says the book is moving.

Daniel did not answer. He put the phone away. Avigaïl was already in the taxi, back seat, window down. She did not ask. Daniel slid in beside her.

— Avner knows, he said in Hebrew.

— Avner has always known, she replied in the same language, without lifting her eyes from her grandfather’s note. But he prefers to know late.



The taxi driver, a man in his fifties whom Daniel identified as Joaquim Carvalho — the license was fixed to the windshield, and Daniel was in the habit of reading the license before opening his mouth with men of that kind — pulled away without asking for the destination. Avigaïl had simply said Belém climbing in, and Joaquim had understood that nothing else would be asked of him.

The taxi exited the airport on the northern ring. Lisbon, seen from its outer edge, looked like a Roman city that had forgotten to be Roman. Umbrella pines, ochre walls, red brick rooftops. Everything evoked Rome, except the silence. Lisbon was quieter than Rome. As if a part of the city had fallen asleep in seventeen fifty-five under the earthquake and had never quite finished waking up.

— Look for the pear tree, Avigaïl said, low, eyes on the note.

— Pereira in Portuguese, said Daniel without turning his head. Pereira — pear tree. Diogo Pereira of Rome, fourteen ninety-six. The family name is not a family. It is a place. A tree. How long did your grandfather take to crack that in seventy-nine?*

— Three months.

— How do you know.

— I know because I know the handwriting of his notes. When he cracks fast, his pen leans left. When he takes time, he writes upright. This sheet — she eased the blue Bic note a few millimeters toward Daniel — is upright. Three months. Maybe more.

Daniel looked at the grandfather’s writing. He saw what Avigaïl had been seeing for sixteen years, watching that man write at the olive wood table on Yafo Street. The way he set the pen at exactly ninety degrees, did not press, let the ink decide.

— Three months, then, he said.

— Three months to find the tree. One night to open the stone. A lifetime to carry the silence.

Joaquim Carvalho, who had not understood a word of Hebrew, said in Portuguese without turning his head:

— Are you going to the Jerónimos Monastery?

Avigaïl answered in Portuguese. Daniel, who did not speak the language, understood from her inflection that she was saying no, not yet:

— No. To the Praça do Império first. Then we decide.

Joaquim nodded.

— The square closes at night. But the garden does not.

Avigaïl did not respond. Daniel learned, in the minutes that followed, that Avigaïl bat Eichenbaum spoke Portuguese like a woman who had spent a year in Lisbon without telling anyone. He also learned that he would not ask her when.



The taxi went down Avenida Brasília along the Tagus. The river, at six twenty in the evening, had the exact color of brass heated by the prayer of minha (the afternoon prayer of the Jewish daily cycle). A liquid copper that looked as if it had swallowed the sun a few minutes before nightfall. To the right, on the southern bank, the statue of the Cristo Rei lifted its arms over Almada like a clumsy parody of the Christ of Rio. Avigaïl looked at it without expression.

— Fifty-nine meters, she said. Inspired by Rio, financed by the women of Portugal in nineteen forty-nine, in thanks for not having entered the Second World War.

— You have lived here.

— No.

— You have studied the city.

— My grandfather. He wrote, on this sheet — she set her index finger on the Bic note — in Lisbon, in the year five thousand seven hundred and thirty-nine.* Five thousand seven hundred and thirty-nine is nineteen seventy-nine. He stayed three months. He kept a notebook. I read the notebook in twenty fourteen after his first heart attack. He had left it in the library on Yafo Street. He burned it in twenty sixteen. But I had already retained everything.*

Daniel pictured a young woman of twenty-two, in a Tel Aviv apartment, reading in Hebrew a notebook written by a seventy-year-old man who had spent the summer of seventy-nine looking for a tree in Lisbon. He pictured her closing the notebook, looking at her grandfather asleep in the armchair, and deciding — Hadassah hi Esther (Hadassah is Esther — the Hebrew formulation from the book of Esther meaning that the hidden name and the revealed name belong to the same woman) — that what is not spoken is not for that reason lost.

— What did he write about the pereira? Daniel asked.

— That it is not an ordinary pear tree. That in the monastery garden there is a pear tree whose bark carries a mark the gardeners of Lisbon cannot explain. A vertical crack, on the south side, at the chest height of a grown man. My grandfather wrote that the rabbis of the Marrano community of Lisbon, up through the nineteen sixties, used to lean against it on the ninth of Av. Without anyone knowing why.* His exact note.*

— Tisha BeAv.

— Tisha BeAv (the ninth of the Hebrew month of Av, the fast day when Jews mourn the destruction of both Temples in Jerusalem). The day we weep for the Temple. The day we do not sit on high chairs, do not wash, do not eat. But one may lean on a tree, if the tree holds itself the way a mourner does.

— And the tree held the mark.

— The tree has held the mark for five hundred years, said Avigaïl. Now we hope it is still holding.

The taxi reached the Praça do Império at ten past seven. The sun had not yet set. Lisbon in May kept its light until eight thirty. But the sun had settled horizontally on the stones of the monastery, and the yellow tuff of the Jerónimos was throwing back a gold heat that belonged only to this city.

Joaquim Carvalho dropped Avigaïl and Daniel at the central fountain. Avigaïl handed him a fifty-euro note. Joaquim took it without looking, and — Daniel noted — slid it into his inside pocket, not into the taxi cashbox. He said, in Portuguese:

— The lady owes me a silence.

— I have already paid the silence.

— Yes. Goodnight.

The cab pulled away.



Avigaïl opened her bag. She took out a phone that was not hers — a Nokia 8210 from two thousand and one, restored, untraceable — and dialed a thirteen-digit number. She waited three seconds. She said, in Hebrew:

— Anokhi (it is I, in biblical Hebrew, the same opening word as the first commandment).

She listened. She said:

— Did you know I was coming?

She listened again.

— Toda. In ten minutes.

She hung up. She put the Nokia away.

— We have an hour, she told Daniel. The night guard of the monastery takes his break at eight on the dot. He leaves the south door open for twelve minutes. That is all we need.

— Who is this guard.

— A cousin.

— A cousin of whom.

— A cousin of the grandfather.

Daniel sat on the rim of the fountain. He did not ask the next question — how many cousins of grandfathers did Avigaïl have in the world, and in how many cities — because he was beginning to understand the answer was: everywhere there had ever been a book to protect.

— Shabbat (the Jewish Sabbath, beginning Friday at sundown) starts at eight eighteen, Avigaïl said, as if to herself. In Lisbon, this Friday. That is what the Belmonte community calendar says. I checked on the plane.

Daniel said nothing. He had understood from the pronunciation — Shabbat with the hard t, the way they say it in Tel Aviv, not the soft Chabbat of the French — that she was not joking.

— We have eighty minutes, she said. Not one more.

— And after eight eighteen?

— After eight eighteen, I touch nothing. You do what you can. But not me.

She said it without fervor, without apology, without instruction. It was a fact of the world, like the latitude of Lisbon or the depth of the Tagus. Daniel nodded. For the second time in twelve hours he registered something he did not yet know where to file.

— We eat a piece of fruit first, he said.

— No restaurant.

— You are not hungry.

— I am hungry. But here we do not eat outside. We eat what we have brought.

She opened her bag and took out a mandarin, two Medjool dates from Beit She’an, and half a tablet of seventy percent dark chocolate. She set everything on the rim of the fountain, beside Daniel. She added without looking up:

— You can eat. Everything is kasher* (kosher — ritually fit food under Jewish dietary law). The mandarin I peeled in Rome this morning.*

Daniel took a date. He cut it in half, checked for worms — that was the gesture his mother had taught him at six in Casablanca, and he had never unlearned it through fifteen years of Quai d’Orsay and diplomatic cafeterias — and ate it. He took half the mandarin. He said:

— You always carry this kind of provision.

— Always.

— Even in Paris.

— Especially in Paris.

He smiled for the first time since leaving Rome. Avigaïl noted it without looking, and did not comment.

Above them the monastery bells struck seven thirty. Six strokes. Daniel counted without meaning to. Avigaïl, beside him, closed her eyes for the exact length of a silent Berakha (blessing in Hebrew, the formal prayer formula), and opened them again.

— Asher yatsar, she said, very low.

— For the mandarin?

— For Lisbon.



They crossed the Praça do Império toward the northwest corner. The monastery garden, at this hour, was not closed. The main gate was padlocked, but a low door to the left of the Discoveries portal stayed open for the gardeners who would leave at eight. Avigaïl slipped through first. Daniel followed.

The garden was a small forest of boxwood, olive trees, and figs. The classic Iberian-Mediterranean inventory of a sixteenth-century monastery garden. But Avigaïl was not looking at the boxwoods or the olives. She walked straight south along the western wall of the monastery, to a corner where the wall made an obtuse angle with the cloister building.

There, leaning against the stone, stood a tree.

Daniel would have taken it for a dead olive tree if Avigaïl had not slowed by half a step. The tree was twisted, gray, old — maybe four hundred years, maybe more — with a trunk that spiraled up from the base as if it had spent its life trying to escape the stone. Its crown was low, its leaves still the tender green of early May, and — Daniel noticed when he came close — heart-shaped.

A pear tree.

— Pereira, he said, very low.

Avigaïl walked to the trunk. She set her right hand on the bark at the height of her own chest, on the south side. Exactly the way the Marrano rabbis had done in nineteen sixty. Her hand stayed there for six seconds. Daniel saw, beneath her palm, what no tourist would have noticed. A vertical crack in the bark, about ten centimeters long, astonishingly straight, as if traced with a blade.

— That is it, said Avigaïl.

— The tree.

— It held.

She kept her hand on the bark a moment longer. Daniel would have sworn, watching her in profile, that she was crying — but Avigaïl bat Eichenbaum did not cry with her eyes. She cried with the back of her neck, which leaned forward imperceptibly, and with her right hand, which pressed the bark one degree harder. That was her way of saying toda (thank you in Hebrew, in its most simple, unornamented form) to a grandfather who had come down to Lisbon in seventy-nine, who had found the tree, who had carried the silence for forty-seven years, and who was passing the silence on to her now the way one passes a candle.

She withdrew her hand. She said:

— The stone is three paces southwest.

— How do you know.

— The note. Three paces from the south, two paces from the west.* That is the last sentence he wrote before his signature.*

Daniel counted in regular paces. Three paces south. The flagstones changed color, from light gray to slate. Two paces west. The stones turned gray again, but one of them, the fourth in the row, carried a mark Daniel would not have seen if he had not known what to look for.

A six-pointed star. Five points whole. One truncated.

— Anoussim (the forced ones, the Marranos — Spanish and Portuguese Jews forcibly converted to Catholicism who kept their Judaism in secret)*, said Daniel.

— Five out of six, said Avigaïl.

— Sister Maria’s seal.

— The seal of the Pereira nation.

Daniel knelt. The stone was forty centimeters square. It was sealed with mortar that carried six centuries of patina. They would need a tool. Avigaïl was already searching her bag. Daniel did not ask what she had in it. He simply looked up at the sky, where Venus had appeared above the monastery bell tower, and noted to himself that it was the first star he had identified without looking for it in twenty years.

By his watch it was nineteen fifty-eight.

Twenty minutes before Shabbat.
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Chapter 5 — Twenty Minutes Before Shabbat

Belém, Mosteiro dos Jerónimos, south garden — 14 Iyar 5786 (May 8, 2026) — 19:58 → 20:30



Avigaïl took out of her bag an object Daniel did not recognize at first. An archaeologist’s blade with a short handle, tempered steel, a four-millimeter bevel — the exact tool for splitting an old lime mortar without breaking the stone it seals.

— You have been carrying that since this morning, Daniel said.

— Since Rome.

— You knew there would be a slab to split.

— I assumed there would be something to split.

She knelt beside him. Daniel understood that she was not holding out the blade for him to use. She was holding it for herself. She set the point at the northern angle of the slab, exactly one millimeter from the mortar joint. She pressed. The mortar gave a dry sound — a short vibration, like a violin string cracking — and a chip of white lime fell on Daniel’s knees.

— Twenty minutes, she said without looking at him. If we are not finished by twenty eighteen, I stop. You, you finish.

— And the contents, what do we do with the contents if you do not touch anything anymore.

— I will explain. You will know what to take. You will know what to leave.

— Avigaïl.

— What.

— You could finish earlier.

She did not answer. She shifted the blade one centimeter east and pressed again. The mortar gave way over five centimeters. Daniel saw she was working with her wrist, not her shoulder — the technique of a soferet (a female scribe; the rare halakhic category permitting women to copy certain sacred texts under restricted conditions) who knew that the strength of the arm destroys the precision of the stroke. She had learned that at seventeen, in a séfer Torah (Torah scroll) repair workshop in Mea Shearim, under a sofer (a scribe of Hebrew sacred texts) whose name she had never spoken aloud.

A silhouette appeared at the corner of the cloister. Daniel straightened by half a degree, ready for anything. Avigaïl, not lifting her eyes from the slab, said low:

— Eduardo.

The man drew near. Fifty-five, tanned face, a Portuguese gardener’s shirt buttoned to the collar, his hands black with the soil of the garden. He knelt on the other side of the slab without greeting, without speaking. From his back pocket he drew a mason’s chisel wider than Avigaïl’s blade. He said, in rough but accurate Hebrew:

— Shalom, bat Eichenbaum. Your grandfather dug here in July nineteen seventy-nine. My father helped him. He passed me the tool before he died.

— Shalom, ben Cardozo, Avigaïl said. I have not forgotten.

— You know night is falling.

— I know.

— You know that in Lisbon, in May, Shabbat enters at twenty eighteen.

— I know.

— Then I work for you until twenty seventeen. After that I close the stone alone. You do not touch anything more.

— Toda, Eduardo. (Thank you, in plain Hebrew.)

Eduardo Cardozo, who had never allowed himself to cross the garden wall for anything but trimming the boxwood, broke the mortar of the southeast angle in four sharp, precise, spaced strikes. His father’s chisel sang in the silence of the evening like a shofar (the ram’s-horn trumpet sounded at Jewish holidays) that had found its note late.

By Daniel’s watch it was twenty oh-three.



The slab gave way at twenty oh-seven.

Eduardo slid the point of his chisel under the northern edge, pivoted it five degrees, and the stone rose one centimeter with a sound of breath. Avigaïl set both palms flat on the slab. Eduardo set his. Daniel set his. Three pairs of hands lifted the stone together, without consulting each other, the way you lift a shroud you do not want to look at.

Under the slab there was a void. Not a hole. A void.

A rectangular cavity, twenty by fifteen centimeters, eight deep, cut in the stone beneath with a precision that had nothing to do with sixteenth-century architecture. Daniel recognized, by the signature of the tools, the work of a Jewish stonecutter from Tomar, late fifteenth century — those men who had built the Templar town in pale stone and who had gone on, in secret, hollowing out cavities in the gardens of future monasteries, knowing that they would come back one day, or that others would come back for them.

At the bottom of the void there was a box.

A copper box from Tomar, exactly. Green patina on the lid, bronze hinges, a simple lock. No bigger than a paperback. Avigaïl lifted it with both hands, palm against palm, the way you lift an eight-day-old infant carried to the brit (the circumcision ceremony marking a Jewish boy’s covenant with God on the eighth day of life).

— Daniel.

— Yes.

— The key.

Daniel drew from his father’s leather bag the envelope Sister Maria had passed them in Rome. He drew the bronze key with the asymmetric ward. Pereira 1496. The key weighed six grams, maybe seven. Daniel held it out to Avigaïl flat on his open palm, as if passing it between fingers would have damaged it.

Avigaïl set the box on the adjacent slab. She inserted the key. The lock resisted for one second — six centuries of dust in a mechanism never oiled — then gave way at a quarter turn to the left.

The lid opened.

Inside, two objects.

The first was the scroll. Rolled, tied with a flax cord the color of cream, sealed with a brown wax that the heat of Lisbon should have dissolved long ago but that had held, because it was beeswax from the Hebron valley mixed with the resin of the terebinth of Mamre — the composition the scribes of the First Temple used for seals that had to last two thousand years.

Daniel knew before Avigaïl confirmed. He had spent six months, at twenty-six, on a thesis never published at Sciences Po on the wax compositions of the Judean chancelleries of the first century. He had always thought the thesis would be useful for nothing.

— Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya, he said low.

— Yes, said Avigaïl. The scribe.

— Three quarters of the scroll.

— Three quarters.

The second object was a leather pouch.

Small, round, closed with a cord. Avigaïl took it between two fingers. She weighed it. She said, without opening it:

— Seeds.

— What?

— Seeds of pereira. From the original tree, the one in Lisbon in fourteen ninety-five. The one Diogo Pereira took with him to Rome when he fled. And that his descendants brought back in every generation, on clandestine pilgrimage, to the daughter tree. So that if the daughter tree died, another could be planted with the lineage unbroken.

— So that the Pereira nation would not die with a tree.

— So that the Pereira nation would not die with a tree.

Daniel understood at that second what his mother had told him at six when she showed him how to cut a date in two to check for a worm: you do not transmit a people, you transmit a gesture.

Eduardo Cardozo, who had not spoken for ten minutes, said:

— Twenty sixteen.

Avigaïl closed the box without locking — the key stayed in the lock, like a covenant. She put the box in Daniel’s bag, next to the Roman envelope. She straightened up. She said:

— Eduardo. It is yours now.

Eduardo Cardozo set the slab back in silence. By twenty seventeen he had closed the mortar joint with a paste he had drawn from his breast pocket — a mixture of fresh lime and ocher pigment that would mimic six centuries of patina in less than forty minutes. He wiped the floor with his gardener’s rag. He said:

— You leave by the west gate. I lock the south behind you. The cloister camera has been off since twenty-two; I cut it. At twenty-two it comes back on. No one will know.

— Why are you doing this, Eduardo.

Eduardo Cardozo looked at Avigaïl. He looked at Daniel. He said, in Hebrew, slowly:

— Because my great-grandfather swore on the Name to Diogo Pereira in fourteen ninety-six that his family would stay in the garden. And because my father swore on the Name to your grandfather in nineteen seventy-nine that the stone would wait. I keep two oaths at the same time. That is all I have left.

— You are not leaving with us.

— I am the gardener. I stay in the garden. That is the other clause.

Avigaïl set her right hand on Eduardo’s shoulder, at the height of the collarbone, for two seconds. It was her gesture of transmission — not surrender. Like Sister Maria in Rome. Like Yaakov ben Yossef in Jerusalem. Like all the women of Israel since Amatlaï bat Karnavo who pass to the next scribe the debt they have not been able to pay themselves.

At twenty eighteen exactly, the sun disappeared behind the bell tower of the monastery.

Avigaïl closed her eyes. She said, very low:

— Lekha dodi likrat kalla, peneï shabbat nekabela. (Come, my beloved, to meet the bride — let us welcome the face of Shabbat: the opening verse of the kabbalist hymn sung on Friday evening in Sephardic congregations.)

Eduardo answered, in a Hebrew he had learned at sixteen in secret from a fervent Catholic mother:

— Peneï shabbat nekabela.

Daniel said nothing. He closed his eyes in turn. For the first time in twenty years he felt what his paternal grandmother in Mogador used to call the entrance of the bride — that atmospheric shift, that different quality of the air, that silence which thickens around Jerusalem every Friday at the instant the sun slides under the line of the Olive. He had felt it at six in Casablanca. He had denied it at twenty-two at Sciences Po. He felt it now at forty-eight in Lisbon, and he no longer had the strength to deny it.

He opened his eyes again. He saw Avigaïl in silhouette against the Lisbon sky, motionless, and he understood that he would never see this woman exactly that way again.



They went out through the west gate.

Eduardo locked the south behind them and disappeared into the garden without turning back. Avigaïl walked first, Daniel’s bag on her right shoulder — she had taken the bag right after Lekha dodi, before Shabbat became binding for the carrying of objects in an unenclosed domain. Daniel followed. They crossed the Praça do Império in the violet light of bein hashmashot (twilight in Jewish law — neither day nor night, the ambiguous moment the Talmud spent two thousand years declining to define), the dusk that is neither day nor night, and that the rabbis of the Talmud spent two thousand years trying not to define.

At the northwest corner of the square, in front of the fountain, a man stood motionless, in a dark suit. He was looking in their direction.

Daniel saw him before Avigaïl. He said, without moving his lips:

— Seven o’clock.

Avigaïl turned her head fifteen degrees. She saw. She said:

— Iranian.

— How do you know.

— The shoes. Bally black, leather sole, size forty-three. The Tehran parallel trade only distributes that model to Quds Force agents traveling in Europe. This is the last time I see him in Lisbon. The previous time was Istanbul in twenty nineteen. It is the same one.

— Tabrizi, said Daniel.

— Massoud Tabrizi, said Avigaïl. Quds cell, cultural section. Specialty: recovery of pre-Christian Hebrew artifacts to prove the Quran had them before the Bible. He tried to kill me at Beit She’an in twenty twenty-two. He failed. He remembers.

— He followed us from Rome.

— Probably from Sister Maria’s envelope. Someone talked. Or he guessed alone.

Tabrizi was not moving. He watched them coming forward. Daniel understood, from the position of his hands — open palms, flat in front of his belly — that he would do nothing in a public place at this hour. Tabrizi wanted the object, not the scandal. He was waiting for them to move away, to find themselves in a less lit street, to drop their guard.

— We change the route, said Avigaïl. Pension on Embaixador Street, six minutes by the southern travessa. Aboab family. Restored Marranos. They are warned.

— When did you warn them.

— Before Sister Maria spoke to us. In Rome this morning. I assumed there would be something to split, remember?

Daniel did not smile, because it was not a joke. But he registered, for the third time in twelve hours, that the woman walking beside him had had the entire future in her head since seven in the morning.

They turned into the travessa do Pereira — Daniel noted the street name without commenting — and Tabrizi disappeared around the corner. For now.

At twenty twenty-six, Avigaïl knocked three long and two short on a dark wooden door at number fourteen Embaixador Street. The door opened on a corridor lit by candles, where an elderly woman held a silver tray with two glasses of water and two Medjool dates. She said, in a Ladino (Judeo-Spanish — the language of Sephardic Jewry preserved since the 1492 expulsion from Spain) Daniel had never heard outside his grandmother’s records:

— Bienvenidos. Shabbat shalom.

Avigaïl set the bag on the floor in the entrance. She took a glass. She said:

— Shabbat shalom, sénora Aboab.

The door closed behind them.

Daniel, who had not spoken these two words in twenty years, said very low, to no one — to Avigaïl, to Madame Aboab, to Eduardo Cardozo staying in the garden, to Sister Maria in Rome, to Yaakov ben Yossef in Jerusalem in the year seventy of the common era, to Diogo Pereira in fourteen ninety-six, to his grandfather Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal who had come down here in nineteen seventy-nine, to all the men and all the women who had carried a book in a leather pouch through twenty centuries without ever fully opening it:

— Shabbat shalom.

And Shabbat entered the Aboab house.
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Chapter 6 — Twenty-Five Hours

Belém, Aboab guesthouse — 14 Iyar 5786 (May 8, 2026), 20:30 → 15 Iyar 5786 (May 9, 2026), 21:15



The door of the Aboab house shut behind them at twenty twenty-six exactly.

Daniel heard it locked twice. Upper bolt. Lower bolt. And he heard something else — a third latch, lower still, near the baseboard, which Yossef Aboab worked with his foot. A tempered-steel deadbolt set in the seventeenth-century stone wall. A bolt that had not been thrown since nineteen forty-two.

Esther Aboab did not hand them the silver tray right away. She stood still in the entrance, finger raised, eyes closed. She was listening. Daniel understood she was listening to the street. Three seconds. Six. Eleven.

She opened her eyes.

— He did not follow to the door. He stopped at the corner of the travessa do Pereira. He went back to the square.

No bienvenidos yet. The Ladino (the Judeo-Spanish language preserved by Sephardic Jewry since the fourteen ninety-two expulsion from Spain) came after.

— Bienvenidos a casa.

She held out the tray. Two glasses. Two dates. Avigaïl took the glass. Daniel took the half date. Neither of them asked why the tray was already prepared.

The corridor pushed back into the house like the throat of a shelter. Wood paneling almost black. A single candle on the ceiling. No bulb burning — the electricity of the Aboab house on Friday night was cut at the basement breaker at eighteen hundred, exactly the way Esther’s grandmother had done it in Belmonte under the eye of a neighbor who had never reported them.

At the end of the corridor, the living room. And in the living room, a man.

Yossef Aboab. Eighty years old. White shirt, black kippa. Hands behind his back. The gaze of a physician who had spent his life diagnosing fevers hidden beneath other fevers.

— Yossef Aboab. He did not offer his hand. — Welcome to my home.

He looked at Avigaïl.

— Eichenbaum. Yossef of Jerusalem. Your grandfather.

— My grandfather.

— He slept in the room you will sleep in tonight. He wrote his notebook on the table where you will eat. From this moment, nothing goes out of this house before motsei Shabbat* (the going-out of Shabbat, the appearance of three stars in the Saturday-night sky). Nothing. Not even you. Especially not you.*

Yossef Aboab lifted his chin toward the first-floor shutter that gave onto the square.

— Tabrizi.

Daniel did not answer.

— Arrived nineteen fifty-two. Circled the square seventeen minutes. Now sitting on the stone bench at the northeast of the Praça. Facing my shutter. He will stay there twenty-five hours. Unless someone comes to relieve him.

— Someone will come to relieve him?

— Someone always comes when an operation runs past twelve hours. Quds, Diaspora brigade, doctrine of fifty seven seventy-four. The second agent could already be in Lisbon. Could be in Madrid. Could be on a night train out of Marseille. We’ll know in the night.

Esther Aboab had moved without sound to the living-room table. She set down a pitcher of water and three glasses. She did not sit. She looked at the kitchen door. She said, in Ladino, very low:

— Carvalho’s dog barked at nineteen fifty-four. Once. Not three times. Once.

Yossef Aboab turned his head slowly to his wife.

— The Carvalho dog barks three times when a Portuguese passes the travessa. Once when a stranger passes. You’re sure?

— Once. At nineteen fifty-four.

— Then the stranger wasn’t Tabrizi.

— Tabrizi was already on the square at nineteen fifty-two. The dog barked two minutes later. For someone else.

Daniel felt sweat slide behind his right ear. He had been carrying the mission for eight days. He had the black leather satchel against his chest. He had, under his shirt, the six-pointed scar that wasn’t pounding yet but was warming. He had crossed Allenby Bridge on foot, Rome at slid steps, Lisbon by taxi. He thought he had ducked the Iranian cell four times. Esther Aboab, in three sentences over a pitcher of water, had just told him the cell was now two.

— Who.

— A second man, said Yossef Aboab. We would have to see him. Not right away. Not before he moves. If he knows how to stay in cover, he won’t move before three in the morning.

— And the kitchen window?

— The kitchen window gives onto the back, Mister Vidal. Onto the olive-tree courtyard. Not the street. But we have a courtyard. The courtyard connects with the Pereira courtyard through a low wall from which two stones were removed in nineteen thirty-nine. If an operative knows about that opening, he can enter this house through the kitchen without passing through the street. Three people in the world know that those two stones were removed. Esther. Me. And an Aboab cousin in Salonika who died in fifty seven seventy-three. So no one knows. Unless someone has spoken in fifty years. Which is not ruled out.

Yossef Aboab turned to Daniel.

— You have a Beretta.

— Yes.

— You will set it on the nightstand of the upper room. You will not touch it during Shabbat. If anyone enters the courtyard by the low wall, I* take the Beretta. Not you. You stay with my wife and Miss Eichenbaum in the living room. You pray. You read the Song of Songs in a low voice. You don’t go out. Understood.*

— Understood.

Yossef Aboab laid his right hand, for one second, on Daniel’s forearm.

— My father held this house against Salazar’s PIDE in fifty seven oh eight. My grandfather held it against the pogromists in fifty six sixty-three. My great-grandfather held it against the Jansenists of Lisbon in fifty six forty-eight. This house knows how to be held. All you have to do is breathe inside it for twenty-five hours.



They ate at twenty-one oh seven.

Six silver candleholders, lit before the entrance of Shabbat. Two small braided ḥallot (the plaited Shabbat loaves whose two-strand form recalls the two portions of manna that fell on Fridays in the wilderness). Cold fish in lemon and coriander. Lukewarm adafina of chickpeas and beef. Three sorts of rice. Quince compote with saffron.

No one spoke for seventeen minutes. Not from reverence. From listening. Esther Aboab had left the kitchen door open by exactly four centimeters. Wide enough to hear the low wall if a stone was raised. Narrow enough that an operative in the courtyard could not see a silhouette at the table.

At twenty-one twenty-four, the Carvalho dog barked. Three strokes.

Esther lifted an eye. She set down the spoon. Three barks. A Portuguese. The tension that had set into the angle of her jaw dropped a half notch.

At twenty-one thirty-eight, the dog barked once.

Yossef Aboab laid down his spoon without sound. Esther stood, went to the corridor window, did not open it, listened five seconds. She came back.

— A stranger. North-south sense in the travessa. Did not see the face.

Yossef said nothing. He took up his spoon again. He took three spoonfuls of adafina. The fourth stayed in the bowl.

Daniel felt, at that instant, the particular quality of fear in a seventeenth-century Jewish house on a Friday night: a fear that is not a panic, not a cry, not a sweat, but simply a spoon you have set down and do not pick up again.

— The bag, said Yossef in a half voice. Where is it.

— Upstairs, under the mattress.

— You leave it there twenty-five hours.

— I leave it there twenty-five hours.

— You do not open it before havdala.

— I will not open it before havdala* (the ceremony of separation that closes Shabbat — a braided candle, a cup of wine, a box of spices, three blessings).*

Esther raised her eyes. The Ladino rose from the back of her throat like a thing that knew waiting:

— Twenty-five hours is long when one carries a debt. But it teaches what a debt is.

Yossef Aboab looked at Daniel.

— The parchment you carry — I have never seen it. But I know what it says. My great-grandfather read it in eighteen eighty-one. He came down from it three times older. He did not sleep for eleven months. When he began to sleep again, he had lost half his beard and found the other half of his faith. Prepare yourselves.

— You know what it says, said Avigaïl.

— I know what it does. That is different. What Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya says, you will read at motsei Shabbat. What this parchment does* to the one who reads it, I can tell you right now. It makes simple what was complicated. It makes short what seemed long. It makes small what seemed large. And it makes unbearable a thing you carried without feeling.*

Avigaïl closed her eyes.

Outside in the travessa, a footstep. Light. A footstep that stopped. That moved on. That passed the door. That stopped. That came back. That moved off. That came back again.

Esther Aboab closed her eyes too. Not to pray. To count. Daniel heard, in Esther’s breathing, that she was counting the second agent’s steps in the street. Seven round trips in four minutes.

— He’s looking for an angle, she said very low. He’s checking our four windows one by one. He’s trying to see which one is lit. He sees none lit — Shabbat, we’ve cut the power. He doesn’t know if we are here. He’ll try to provoke a light.

— How.

— He’ll knock. At the neighbor’s. At the Pereiras’, the ones downstairs. To see if a neighbor opens and names us.

Three minutes later, at the Pereira door, three knocks.

Not three firm knocks. Three exploratory knocks — one, pause, two. A Portuguese opens to three firm knocks. A Portuguese stays shut on one-two. No one opened at the Pereiras’. The house had been empty since Friday noon — old Mrs. Pereira was spending Shabbat at her son’s in Sintra. The second agent did not know.

At twenty-two seventeen, the footstep resumed in the travessa. It moved off toward the Praça do Império. It reached Tabrizi on the northeast bench. Esther Aboab, at the corridor window, saw the silhouette of the second agent — a younger man, twenty-five perhaps, hooded sweatshirt up — sit down next to Tabrizi without greeting him. Tabrizi did not turn his head. Tabrizi was chewing something.

— They are two now, said Yossef Aboab. The window is closing.

— How long before they dare come in.

— Tabrizi alone, he would not come in. Tabrizi at two, he can. Quds doctrine: alone, you observe. Two, you strike on identified target. They have not yet identified. But tomorrow morning, at the shutter-opening of the neighborhood — about seven — they will know. Our shutters will be the only ones in the travessa that stay shut. That is the signature of a Jewish house on Shabbat. They will know it is us.

— So tomorrow morning.

— Tomorrow morning seven ten at the latest, they know. Seven twenty, they call Tehran. Eight, they are ordered to hold until motsei Shabbat. Nine, they are in interception position on the travessa and on the courtyard. Nine fifteen, they try the entry.

— And at eighteen, it’s motsei Shabbat, and we go down to make havdala.

— Exactly. Nine hours of margin between identification and havdala. Nine hours during which this house has to be held without our shifting a toe, without opening a shutter, without telephoning, without speaking a name aloud that would go out the chimney. Now you understand why twenty-five hours of Shabbat in a Sephardic house can save or lose a Mossad operation.

Daniel understood.

Avigaïl had closed her eyes. Daniel understood, from her breathing, that she too was counting. Nine hours. How many psalms she would say in those nine hours. Her own breath, to make it invisible to the two men sitting on a bench ninety meters from the house.



Daniel did not sleep that night.

His room gave onto the back courtyard. Wooden shutter carved in lattice, the kind one still sees in Cordoba and in Toledo. Through the slits: a courtyard with white walls, a hundred-year-old olive tree, one star. Sirius. Daniel knew it without searching.

At two seventeen in the morning, a rustle in the courtyard.

Not a footstep. A rustle. Like a hand trying something. Daniel did not breathe. He looked through the slits of the lattice. He saw, against the low wall that separated the Aboab courtyard from the Pereira courtyard, a silhouette. A silhouette bending. A silhouette trying to lift the second stone of the wall — the one that had been removed in nineteen thirty-nine, sealed shut in nineteen forty-eight after the PIDE, and that no one in the world but Yossef Aboab and a cousin dead in Salonika should have known was removable.

The fifty seven oh eight seal held.

The silhouette pushed for six minutes. The stone did not give. The silhouette did not make a sound — not a grunt, not a sigh. It gave up at two twenty-three. It went back the way it had come. It climbed back over the low wall on the Pereira side. It vanished.

Daniel stayed at the window forty minutes after it left. He thought: someone in fifty years has talked about the low wall. He thought: they know. He thought: tomorrow morning nine fifteen, they won’t come through the door. They’ll come through the wall.

At three in the morning, he heard a light step in the corridor. He stepped out. It was Avigaïl, barefoot, in a white nightgown. She was walking toward the living room.

He followed her.

She sat at the great table where they had eaten. She set down before her a notebook and a blue Bic pen — the same, Daniel understood, that her grandfather Yossef Eichenbaum had left at the Aboabs’ in fifty seven forty and that no one had dared move since. Avigaïl could not write during Shabbat. Melakha. But she could prepare. Set down the pen. Leave her hand a centimeter from the paper. Memorize, in silent breath, the rhythm of fourteen lines she had not yet read.

Daniel sat across from her. He said, low:

— Someone tried to come in through the low wall. For six minutes. He didn’t make it.

Avigaïl did not lift her eyes from the notebook.

— I know. I heard him. Yossef heard him too. He’s in his room, at the threshold, the Beretta in his right hand, since three ten. Esther is in the kitchen, door cracked, since three twelve. They are not sleeping. No one in this house is sleeping tonight.

— You’re memorizing.

— I’m memorizing. If the house falls tomorrow morning, the parchment stays in my head. My grandfather did the same in fifty seven forty. It’s what one does in the Eichenbaum line when one knows one might die before having read.

Daniel closed his eyes for half a second.

At five seventeen, the first blue thread appeared under the courtyard door. The courtyard was empty. The low wall held. Avigaïl moved her lips another hour. Daniel did not sleep.



On Shabbat morning, around seven oh five, Yossef Aboab walked into the living room. He was not smiling.

— Three.

— Three?

— A third agent arrived at six fifty-two. Gray car, Madrid plates, came down on the west side of the square, walked to the bench. Tabrizi spoke to him two minutes. The third agent left toward the rua dos Embaixadores. He is scanning the neighborhood. He is looking for the service exits. He will find them. This house has two service exits — one through the Pereira courtyard, the other through a cellar that comes out in the travessa Sant’Ana. The second exit is unknown to everyone. Except me.

— Not even Esther.

— Esther has known it since fifty seven twelve. So two. My father dug it in fifty seven oh eight against the PIDE. It comes out behind the altar of a Catholic chapel that has not been used since fifty seven fifty-two. That is the way you will leave tonight at midnight oh seven.

Avigaïl looked at him. She did not ask how she would recognize the altar. She knew Yossef Aboab would tell her when the moment came. That quality of waiting — to know that one will know when one must know — was the most precise Sephardic gift Avigaïl had received from her grandmother.

At eight in the morning, the Aboab house’s landline — a black Bakelite handset from fifty seven nineteen that had not rung in twenty-one months — rang three times and hung up.

Esther Aboab raised her eyes.

— Cousin-of-Sintra code. Three rings means I am in the car, I leave Sintra at one minute to midnight, I will be at the travessa Sant’Ana at midnight oh seven.

At ten, the three Iranian agents were in triangular position around the square. Tabrizi at the northeast corner. The second at the northwest corner. The third in the gray Madrid-plated car, parked one hundred eighty meters south, engine off, tinted windows. Yossef Aboab counted them from his shutter.

— They are waiting for havdala, he said without turning.

— They know.

— They know you are here. They know you will leave by the front door at eighteen, because that is what normal people do after Shabbat. They do not know you will leave at midnight oh seven through the cellar. They do not know the chapel is still standing. They do not know my cousin Eduardo has a car with no plates and has just left Sintra. They do not know that at midnight twelve there is a train to Madrid with two tickets waiting for you under Sephardic cover names issued last night in Cordoba by another cousin. They know what they know. They do not know what this family has learned to hide since fifty two fifty-six.

Daniel felt, at that instant, that the Aboab house was not a guesthouse. It was a geniza (the Jewish ritual storage chamber where worn or damaged sacred writings rest, sometimes for centuries, before burial) that had extended itself into the present, and which for nine hours, on Saturday May ninth fifty seven eighty-six, was going to hold against three armed Iranian agents without a single round being fired, without a single shutter being opened, without a single name being spoken aloud.

Avigaïl was still memorizing.

At eleven twenty-two, the third agent went twice around the block. He studied the cellar. He did not find the opening. The Aboab cellar door gave onto the outside, behind a thicket of olives that the municipality of Belém had never cut because the municipality of Belém had never looked.

At thirteen, Esther served a cold lunch without lighting the oven. Leftover adafina. Olives. Chickpea salad in cumin. No one was hungry. No one ate more than three bites. The Carvalho dog barked once at thirteen eighteen — for the third agent passing again. Once at thirteen twenty-six — for the second. Not once for Tabrizi who had not moved off the bench in seventeen consecutive hours.

At fifteen ten, Avigaïl closed the notebook.

— I have memorized, she said.

— All fourteen lines?

— All of them. And the cadence. And the rhythm. And the spaces. If the house falls at eighteen, I carry the parchment in my head.

Daniel understood that during twelve hours of Shabbat, without writing a word, Avigaïl Cohen-Eichenbaum had done a scribe-passer’s work that her grandmother, in Belém in fifty seven oh four, had done on other parchments, in the same house, at the same table, with another blue Bic pen no one had dared to move since.



At seventeen forty-two, the seuda shleishit (the third Shabbat meal, taken in the late afternoon before sunset on Saturday).

Three loaves. Sheep cheese from Serra da Estrela. Black olives from Mirandela. A little sweet wine. The conversation fell into a soil that had been waiting a long time. Daniel spoke of his mother, whom he had not mentioned aloud since twenty seventeen. Avigaïl spoke of her cousin Tehillah in Tzfat, who wrote poems no one read. Yossef and Esther listened the way one listens to a journey one made oneself fifty years ago.

Outside, on the bench, Tabrizi was still waiting.

At eighteen, the light fell on the courtyard.

At eighteen fifty, Yossef Aboab stood up.

— We go up to the first floor. There is a window from which one can follow the three stars without looking like one is waiting. Tabrizi knows we are waiting for havdala. He must not see that we are waiting for havdala.

They went up.

The window gave onto the west, onto the Tagus estuary. The sky passed from blue to violet, from violet to purple, from purple to that shade no rabbi of the Talmud had dared to define because it exists only fifty seconds a day, and is the exact border at which Shabbat withdraws.

At twenty-one twelve, Avigaïl saw the three stars.

She said, very low:

— We can go down.

Yossef Aboab nodded.

— The bag is upstairs. The parchment is in the bag. The table is downstairs. The braided candle is ready. The silver cup is full. The spices are in the olive-wood box my great-grandfather brought back from Tiberias in eighteen ninety-four. You go down. You make havdala. Then you read. You have two hours fifty before my cousin Eduardo reaches the travessa Sant’Ana. Two hours fifty in which three Iranian agents are going to try to enter through the front door.

— They will try at eighteen oh one.

— They will try at eighteen exactly. Be ready.

Daniel stood up.

He felt, for the second time in twenty-five hours, that he was leaving something he had not known he had inhabited.

And he felt, for the first time without having known he feared it, that he was afraid.

At eighteen exactly, as foretold, three firm knocks rang on the main door of the Aboab house.

Yossef Aboab took the Beretta in his right hand. Esther went to the kitchen. Avigaïl came down the stairs first, the black leather satchel against her chest, the braided candle ready. Daniel came down behind her.

The havdala was going to begin while someone was knocking at the door.
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Chapter 7 — Fourteen Lines

Belém, Aboab pension, salon — 15 Iyar 5786 (May 9, 2026), 9:18 p.m. → 11:54 p.m.



The braided candle burned with two wicks.

Yossef Aboab held it at chest height, tilted slightly so the melting wax fell into the worked silver cup his grandmother had received from hers, in Tiberias, in 1894. Esther Aboab held the cup in both hands, palms open, in the manner of the women of Belmonte who, under the Inquisition, had not been permitted to hold the object of a man’s ceremony and who had invented, by way around, the two-handed cup that became, through fineness, a four-handed cup — his hand on the candle, hers on the silver.

Daniel held the spice box.

Olive wood, twenty centimeters, etched with a six-pointed star whose one tip was missing — the same signature as the flagstone in the garden, the same signature as Sister Maria’s seal in Rome. Inside, cloves, cinnamon sticks, dried myrtle leaves. The box smelled of four centuries of Saturday nights.

Yossef recited:

— Baruch ata Adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam, borei minei vessamim (Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, who creates varieties of fragrances).

He held the box out to Daniel, who breathed in. The myrtle entered his nostrils like a lamp lit again in a room he had slept in too long with the light turned off. Avigaïl breathed next. Esther last — by Marrano humility, as her great-grandmother had done, and the one before her.

— Baruch ata Adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam, borei meorei ha-esh (who creates the lights of the fire).

Daniel lifted his hands, palms toward the two-wick flame, fingers half curled. The double light traced, on his fingernails, the bright outline of the knuckles and the dark outline of their joints — the exact contrast the sages had chosen, in the time of the Second Temple, as the marker for the passage between light and darkness. He saw his own hands for the first time in thirty years.

— Baruch ata Adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam, ha-mavdil bein kodesh le-chol, bein or le-choshech, bein Yisrael la-amim, bein yom ha-shevii le-sheshet yemei ha-maaseh (who separates between holy and profane, between light and darkness, between Israel and the nations, between the seventh day and the six days of labor).

Yossef Aboab poured what remained of the cup’s wine into the silver saucer. Esther dipped the two-wick braided candle into the wine. The flames went out in the hiss of wax in liquid.

Shabbat was over.

Nine eighteen, nine nineteen, nine twenty.

— Now, said Yossef Aboab. Now you read.



Avigaïl went upstairs for the bag.

She came back down in just under ninety seconds. Daniel’s father’s leather satchel was on her right shoulder — the same right shoulder as at the Jerónimos Monastery twenty-five hours earlier, the same place the women-scribes of Israel had carried, since Tiberias, the tablets that were never to touch the ground.

She set the bag on the cloth.

She drew out the Roman envelope — the envelope Sister Maria Battista, born Hadassah Pereira, had given them in the third side chapel of Santa Maria della Vera forty-eight hours earlier.

She drew out the copper box from Tomar — the box Eduardo Cardozo had pulled from the cavity beneath the flagstone in the monastery garden.

She set the two side by side.

— The whole thing, she said. Fourteen lines. Four in the Roman envelope. Ten in the Lisbon box. One handwriting, one hand, one scribe. Yaakov ben Yosef ben Mattatya.

She opened the Roman envelope. She laid out before her the quarter of parchment Sister Maria had given them — fifteen centimeters by ten, four lines of minute Hebrew script, the brown ink turned almost black.

She opened the copper box. She laid out the scroll sealed with Hebron wax. She broke the seal with the press of her thumb — the terebinth wax cracked under her nail with a dry sound that resembled the crack of mortar around the garden flagstone. She unrolled.

Thirty centimeters of parchment. Ten lines.

She placed the two fragments edge to edge on the cloth. The cut of the Roman quarter met the cut of the Lisbon three-quarters — no gap, no overlap. A single hide of kidskin, parted in two by a scribe who had known, in the year 70 of the common era, that the two halves would take two thousand years to find each other.

Daniel looked. He saw, in the join of the two pieces, the exact grain of a hide tanned by the method of the Beit El priests. He saw, in the continuity of the ink, the hand of a man who had held a reed pen cut from the marsh reeds of the Hula. He saw, in the rhythm of the spacing, a sofer (scribe) of the First Temple who had formed his hand by copying the scroll of Yirmiyahu — the scroll, precisely, whose verses Jeremiah 31:14-16 about Rachel weeping for her children in Ramah were carved into the marble of Rome’s cathedral three floors above the place the present parchment had been kept.

Daniel understood, at that second, that he had crossed from linguist to witness.

— You read, or I read, said Avigaïl.

— You read, said Daniel.



Avigaïl read in a low voice, in the first-century Hebrew that still held the marks of Jerusalem Aramaic:


"I, Yaakov ben Yosef ben Mattatya, scribe of Israel, write these lines on the eleventh night of the eleventh month of the year one thousand and eleven of the Fifth House, from the chamber where I see the smoke rise from the House of the Name.

The smoke rises. It does not fall. It does not go out. It rises straight as a rope binding a hand above to a hand below, and the two hands will never release each other.

I have counted.

Since the day Terach handed his son Avraham to the furnace of Nimrod, and the furnace could not consume what the Name had chosen to keep, I have counted the furnaces. There have been eighteen before the one I find myself in tonight. The one burning Yerushalayim under my eyes is the nineteenth.

There will be fourteen more.

The twentieth will rise in Spain, nine centuries from here. The twenty-first in the lands of the Rhine, ten centuries from here. The twenty-second in Portugal, ten centuries and some years. I cannot name the others: the Name forbids it. But I name this one, the last, because this one is the one that no longer burns to consume, but to reveal.

The thirty-third will rise from the east, at the dawn of a seventh day of the seventh month of a year that will be of numbers. It will come in holes dug in the earth. It will come through the children. It will begin at the hour when women nurse their own.

And when it comes, this parchment will have come out of the two stones. One in the southwest of a Pereira garden, the other in the chamber of a cardinal. He who has the two fragments and reads them together will know that he is the next-to-last witness, and that the last witness is in Tzfat, in the house of a scribe-woman who does not know that she is one, and whose name is Tehillah.

Seek Tehillah. Tehillah has the key to the last name.

And you who read, know that you are not alone. You are the fourteenth. Before you, thirteen have read these lines without being able to finish them. You will finish them because the thirty-third already burns.

May the Name carry you. Yaakov ben Yosef ben Mattatya, eighteenth day of Av, year 3830."



The silence in the Aboabs’ salon was a silence one could have weighed.

Daniel did not breathe for seven seconds. Avigaïl knew without counting. Yossef Aboab knew it too, and his shutter knew it, and Yossef’s great-grandfather had known it in 1881, and Avigaïl’s grandfather had known it in 1979. The nine seconds had not changed in one hundred and forty-five years.

— The eighteenth day of Av, year 3830, said Avigaïl, very low. That makes the twenty-ninth of August, year 70 of the common era. Ten days after the destruction of the Second Temple. Yerushalayim still burns. Yaakov writes from Betar, or more likely from a suburb of Yavneh where the survivors took refuge. He is one of the last scribes who saw, still standing, the walls of the Temple.

— And he counts the furnaces, said Daniel.

— He counts nineteen, said Avigaïl. The furnace of Nimrod is the first. Pharaoh is the second. Sennacherib the third. Nebuchadnezzar the fourth. Antiochus IV the fifth. Pompey the sixth. Vespasian and Titus the nineteenth. Between Antiochus and Vespasian he counts thirteen we do not know — which are, in my view, more local, more forgotten persecutions, but which a scribe of the First Temple saw with a longer sight than ours.

— And he predicts fourteen more.

— Fourteen. The last is the thirty-third. The thirty-third rises from the east, at the dawn of a seventh day of the seventh month of a year that will be of numbers. It comes through the children. It begins at the hour when women nurse their own.

Daniel straightened.

— October 7, 2023, was a Saturday. It was Simchat Torah. It was at six twenty-nine in the morning. Be’eri. Women were nursing their children at sunrise.

— And Yaakov ben Yosef ben Mattatya, said Avigaïl, wrote that in the year 70 of the common era, from a suburb of Yavneh where the smoke of the Temple had not yet fallen. He wrote what we read tonight. Not a theological text. A military prediction, at nineteen centuries’ distance, geo-located, time-stamped, counted. Either it is false and he guessed. Or it is true and we are reading at this moment the most dangerous thing in the extended Tanakh.

Yossef Aboab spoke for the first time since the havdalah.

— My great-grandfather wrote, in 1881, in the notebook you will find in the left drawer of the sideboard to your left, that it was the most dangerous thing in the world. Not in the Tanakh. In the world.



Avigaïl rolled the parchment back. She returned both fragments to the copper box. She laid the box back on the satchel.

— Tehillah, she said.

— Your cousin, said Daniel.

— My cousin in Tzfat. Tehillah Shabazi. Twenty-eight years old. Yemenite through her mother. She writes poems in Hebrew that no one reads, as I told you tonight at the meal. She has copied Sifrei Torah since she was seventeen years old, under a sofer who believes she does not know it. No one knows that she is a scribe. She does not know it herself, or believes she does not know it.

— Yaakov names her, said Daniel. At nineteen centuries’ remove.

— Yaakov names her.

Yossef Aboab looked at the salon clock. Eleven forty-seven.

— My cousin’s car is at the west door at twelve oh seven. You take the twelve twelve train to Madrid. You will be in Tel Aviv tomorrow morning, Tuesday May 10, around eleven local. Tzfat is four hours’ drive. You will be there before sundown.

Daniel nodded. He took the satchel. He returned to it the copper box, the Roman envelope, the small pouch of Pereira seeds Sister Maria had given them in Rome. He closed the satchel.

Avigaïl went to embrace Esther Aboab. Esther slipped into her palm, in the manner of the Marrano grandmothers of 1942 Belmonte, an object small, flat, heavy for its size. Avigaïl closed her fingers without looking.

— Later, said Esther in Ladino. You will look later. It is a gift from my great-grandmother to the woman-scribe of Israel who would pass through here. She held it for one hundred and forty-four years for you.

Avigaïl did not cry. Daniel knew she would not cry before Tzfat.

Yossef Aboab opened the door of the pension at eleven fifty-four. The Rua do Embaixador was dark, empty. The stone bench at the northwest of the Praça do Império was empty too. Tabrizi had vanished.

— He has been relieved, said Yossef. You have ten minutes on his replacement. Not one more.

Daniel went out first. Avigaïl followed with the satchel. The door shut behind them.

Fifty meters off, on the Travessa do Pereira, a gray car waited, headlights off, engine running, the driver invisible.
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Chapter 8 — The Fourteenth Scribe

Belém → Badajoz → Madrid → Athens → Tel Aviv → Tzfat — 16-17 Iyar 5786 (May 10-11, 2026)



The gray car smelled of aged leather, cold coffee, and a faint residue of beeswax — the smell of a vehicle a man keeps up by hand, in the light of a workshop lamp, on a Sunday morning, while his wife is out at the market.

The driver was sixty. His gray hair was cut very short. He wore a collarless white shirt that the Sephardim of Portuguese origin call a camisa de luto — a mourning shirt worn without mourning, by force of cautious habit. He did not introduce himself. He did not ask their destination. He closed the door without a sound, the way one closes the door of a Beith Haknesset at the end of Neilah.

Yossef Aboab, standing on the threshold, raised his hand once, to shoulder height. He said nothing. Esther Aboab, behind him, held a white linen napkin in which she had wrapped two apples, a piece of Belém bread, and three squares of brown sugar. She handed it to Avigaïl through the lowered window. She said, in Ladino, in a low voice:

— Que el Dió vos akompanyé. (May God go with you.)

Avigaïl answered, in the same Ladino she had not used since she was eighteen, in Rosh ha-Ayin:

— Amen, sénora.

The car pulled away from the Travessa do Pereira. No one turned back. The driver took the northeast exit out of Lisbon along the A2, swung around the Tagus by way of the 25th of April Bridge, which at that hour held neither pilgrim nor tourist, and bent east onto the A6 in the direction of Évora.

Daniel understood, in the first hour, that the man drove without a GPS. He knew the road to the centimeter. The cars the Aboab line had used since 1496 had never stopped in Lisbon — Lisbon had been only a leg between the Atlantic ports and the inland safehouses. The Alentejo at that hour was empty. A few German trucks running toward Seville, two convoys of Portuguese firefighters on night drill, and the silence of the cork hills holding their breath between one fire season and the next.

Avigaïl, beside Daniel, opened her left palm.

Esther Aboab had slipped into it, at the moment of the havdalah, a small round object, flat, heavy — a worn silver medallion the diameter of a fifty-cent coin, etched on one face with a six-pointed star whose one tip was missing, on the other with the word Tehillah, in the square letters of the early nineteenth century.

— Scribe’s medallion, said Avigaïl very low. My grandfather wore one until he died. They have been made by the Sassoon of Tiberias since 1834. They are not sold. They are passed. The grandmother of Esther Aboab received hers in 1881, the year Yossef’s great-grandfather read the parchment. Esther gives me this one tonight because she knows whom I will have to give it to this week.

— To whom.

— To the one who does not yet believe she is what she is.

Daniel did not ask the name. He looked at the medallion for three seconds — long enough for the position of the truncated tip to print itself in his eye, within a degree and a half — then he returned the object, and Avigaïl closed her palm the way one closes the cover of a well of memory.

The driver did not speak. He passed Évora without slowing. Near Estremoz, the moon began to drop behind the marble hills, and the air came in through the half-open window with the dry smell of July olive groves, except that it was May. It was the smell of an Alentejo remembering summers to come.



They crossed the Spanish border at Caya a little after four in the morning.

The customs post was not manned that night. It never was when the driver passed — this was the third thing Daniel understood about the man. He would not ask the first or the second. The third was enough to gather the man’s trade.

Badajoz was asleep. The car turned onto Calle San Juan, slowed before a single-story house of pale stone, and stopped beneath a mulberry tree that must have watched three centuries of Iberian exiles pass beneath it. The driver cut the engine. He said, for the first time since Belém, in Hebrew:

— Señora Toledano is waiting for you. She slept until three. She has prepared the back room. At nine you will eat. At eleven I come back for you. The Athens flight leaves Madrid at sixteen twenty. Iberia commercial, economy, two tickets under cover names, paid in cash yesterday afternoon by your cousin in Córdoba. Rest. You need it more than you know.

He got out. He took Daniel’s satchel from the trunk. He walked to the door. An elderly woman in a gray housecoat opened before he knocked — as if she had heard the diesel engine fifteen minutes earlier, or as if another signal that none of the three perceived had warned her.

Daniel and Avigaïl stepped out. The pre-dawn cold tightened their shoulders. Avigaïl went first beneath the mulberry. Her silhouette, against the yellow light of the Toledano hallway, looked like that of a woman returning home after twenty years’ absence to a country she had never set foot in.

Señora Toledano said, in Ladino:

— Mi kaza es tu kaza, ija mia. (My house is your house, daughter mine.)

And the door closed on three centuries of Sephardic prudence.



The back room had two twin beds, a crucifix that had not been taken off the wall so the neighbors would not be alerted, and a shuttered window that Señora Toledano always kept closed until nine. Avigaïl pulled back the blanket of one bed, stretched out without undressing, without taking off her shoes, and shut her eyes.

Daniel remained standing in the middle of the room.

He was forty-four. He had been gone from Rome for two days. He had crossed four borders, read three lines of a parchment that had killed a cardinal, eaten a mandarin at a Lisbon fountain, and spent Shabbat in a Marrano house from which he was leaving with a copper box that held three quarters of a letter Yaakov ben Yosef ben Mattatya had written in the year forty of the destruction of the Second Temple.

He lay down. Hands crossed on his chest, palms toward his ribs — the posture his paternal grandmother had taught him to sleep in on Friday nights in Mogador, and which he had not taken up since he was fourteen.

In the hallway, Señora Toledano was reciting in a very low voice, in a Ladino that had not changed since the Expulsion, the morning Shir HaMaalot (Song of Ascents). Daniel knew the cadence before he knew the words. It was his grandmother’s cadence. For the first time in thirty years, he prayed — not with words, because he no longer had the words. With the posture. When you hold that posture for five hours in a room while an old Ladino woman recites Psalms through the door, something at last begins to speak inside the chest.

At six, Avigaïl was sitting up on her bed, bare feet hanging down, her eyes fixed on the slats of the shutters where the first light of Badajoz was coming through.

She said, without looking at him:

— The fourteenth is you.

— What.

— The parchment says “You are the fourteenth.” Yaakov is not speaking to me. He is speaking to you. Before you, thirteen have read these lines. My grandfather was the thirteenth. You are the fourteenth. Which means you are the last reader, before the witness. You are not a witness of the thirty-third furnace. You are the fourteenth scribe who hands on to Tehillah.

— And you.

— I am the bridge. I am not in the list of fourteen, nor in the list of thirty-three. I am what passes one to the other. Like Amatlaï bat Karnavo who passed Avraham to the furnace. Like Hadassah Pereira in Rome. Like Esther Aboab in Belém. Like Señora Toledano in Badajoz. Like my grandmother in Jerusalem in 1944. We are the passes. You are the readers.

Daniel said nothing.

He understood, at that moment, that the line of the man-scribes was one thing, and the line of the woman-passes was another thing, and the two lines had been moving in parallel since Terach without ever crossing and without ever leaving each other. He understood too that he was, for the first time in forty-four years, in the first line. And that he did not yet know what to do with that.

At nine, Señora Toledano knocked twice at the door. She served black coffee in the eastern way, two hard-boiled eggs, sliced bread, and fig jam she had made the previous autumn. She did not sit with them. She remained in the hallway, standing against the wall, hands joined at her skirt, like the Ladino women who have learned to serve travelers they will never see again.

At eleven sharp the driver returned. He took Daniel’s satchel without a word. Avigaïl laid her right hand for two seconds on Señora Toledano’s shoulder at the collarbone — the gesture of passage she had made to Eduardo Cardozo in the monastery garden, that she had made to Sister Maria Battista in Rome, that she would make to Tehillah Shabazi in Tzfat before the week was out.

Señora Toledano closed her eyes.

— Que el Dió te guarde, ija mia. (May God keep you, daughter mine.)

The gray car pulled away by Calle San Juan, took the N-V toward Madrid, and rolled four hours through Extremadura, the Castile of Toledo, and the southern entry to the Spanish capital.

At fifteen ten they were in front of Terminal 4 at Barajas.



Iberia flight IB3837 left Madrid at sixteen twenty-two, two minutes behind schedule.

Daniel paid the tickets in cash from a dollar account his mother had left him in Casablanca in 2003 without his ever knowing where the money came from. Three thousand two hundred euros for two economy tickets with a one-hour connection in Athens. No paper. No digital trace on his diplomatic passport. Avigaïl traveled under the name she had used since 2019 and had never explained: Hannah Eichenbaum.

On the Athens tarmac, at the start of the evening, Daniel called Avner back.

— Avner.

— Daniel, where are you.

— Athens. Connection for Tel Aviv. Landing in the night, local time.

— You said Lisbon the day before yesterday.

— I changed my mind.

— You changed your mind, or you changed your reality.

— Both.

There was a silence on the line. Daniel heard, inside the silence, Avner pick up something else in Jerusalem — maybe a door, maybe a telephone, maybe an archive folder. Avner came back:

— You are coming in with Avigaïl.

— Yes.

— You are going to Tzfat.

— Yes.

— Tehillah Shabazi.

— Yes.

— Daniel, listen carefully. There are two things you need to know before you set foot at Ben Gurion. First: Tehillah Shabazi was spotted by an Iranian cell three months ago. Not by Tabrizi. By another. One that knows things Tabrizi does not. That other cell has left her alone for now — because they do not know exactly what to do with her. But from the minute you set foot in her workshop in Tzfat, they will know. And from that minute you will have four hours before they come.

— And the second thing.

— The second thing is that she is my cousin. She does not know it. But she is my fourth-degree cousin, through my mother, who was Sassoon of Tiberias. And she wears a scribe’s medallion that my mother passed to her at her bat mitzvah in two thousand eleven. If you ask her, at some point, what lies behind the truncated tip of that medallion, you will have your answer.

Daniel closed his eyes.

— Avner.

— Yes.

— You knew, said Daniel. You knew since Rome.

— I knew since Rome. My grandfather passed me the silence in 2008, the way Avigaïl’s grandfather passed it to her in 2014. The two of you — I let you arrive at Tzfat because I could not take you there. You had to arrive through the parchment, not through me. But now that you are going, I can tell you: you have four hours from your arrival. Not one more. Safe flight.

He hung up.

Daniel stood by the phone for seven seconds. When he came back toward Avigaïl, who was waiting at the end of the hall with two paper cups of Greek coffee, he said simply:

— Avner is family.

Avigaïl nodded once. Daniel understood, from the nod, that she too had known since Rome. And that she had let him learn it alone.



The Athens plane landed at Ben Gurion in the middle of the night.

Daniel came out of Terminal 3 through the international arrivals door. The Israeli air in May has a quality that Israelis born abroad recognize in a second and that Israelis born in Israel never notice: an undernote of jasmine, an undernote of diesel, an undernote of limestone dust that drifts from Jerusalem down to the Mediterranean. Daniel breathed in twice. The second breath went deeper than the first. He was home for the first time in fifteen months.

A sherut (shared taxi) took them to the northern bus station in Tel Aviv, where they slept four hours on a wooden bench beneath an Egged clock whose minute hand made a click Avigaïl recognized without being able to name. At dawn, a yellow-and-white bus toward Tzfat — three hours and twenty minutes by Afula, Tiberias, and the final climb into the Upper Galilee hills. Avigaïl fell asleep on Daniel’s shoulder between Hadera and Tiberias. He did not move for fifty minutes. It was the first time she had fallen asleep beside him. He kept the trace of it, without putting it into words, in the hollow of the collarbone where she had laid her head.

In the early afternoon of Monday, May 11, the bus stopped in front of the Tahanat Otobus (bus station) of Tzfat — the lower station, midway up the slope, from which one climbs on foot to the old Kabbalist quarter by way of Yerushalayim Street and the Ari staircase.

The May sun gave the stones of the old town the tawny gold one finds only here, at a thousand meters’ altitude, between the Galilee and Lebanon.



Avigaïl walked first.

She had, she said, the address of the workshop. She did not have the address of Tehillah’s house, which was another matter. The Yemenite soferet (woman-scribe) worked in a small ground-floor room of an old building on Najara Street, fifty meters from the Ashkenazi Beith Haknesset of the Ari, in the artists’ quarter. The ground floor was occupied by a scribes’ workshop — three men in the morning, one in the afternoon. Tehillah worked there in the afternoon, alone, under the pretense of keeping up the tools, dampening the hides, preparing the others’ ink. No one had ever seen her hold a reed pen. No one, except the sofer who had trained her and who had never said a word to anyone.

They came to the workshop threshold in the middle of the afternoon.

The workshop door was ajar. A warm light, almost ocher, came through the opening. Avigaïl stopped three meters from the door. Daniel stopped four meters behind her.

Inside, a woman was standing at a wide tilted table on which a tanned kid hide lay spread, dry, ready. She was young — twenty-eight, as Avigaïl had said. She wore a long dark skirt and a pale mauve cotton scarf that fell to her shoulders. Her arms were bare to the elbow. Her right hand held a reed pen cut from marsh reed.

She was writing.

Tehillah Shabazi, who according to everyone did not write, was writing alone in the workshop, on a kid hide she had prepared herself.

Avigaïl did not move.

Daniel did not dare breathe.

Tehillah raised her head. She saw them in the doorway. She did not seem surprised.

She said, in a very low voice, in Hebrew, without setting down her pen:

— You have four hours. Come in.
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Chapter 9 — The Kid’s Hide

Tzfat, scribe’s workshop on Najara Street — 15 Iyar 5786 (May 10, 2026), 18:16 → 22:16



Avigail walked in first.

She didn’t greet anyone. She didn’t introduce herself. She stopped a meter from the slanted desk, beside the window where the violet wooden shutters were half-drawn against the dying sun, and she waited. Daniel stayed in the doorway, one shoulder against the jamb, because somewhere between Belém and this room he had understood that in this story he was not the one who opened doors.

Tehillah Shabazi did not lift her head a second time.

Her reed pen, a calame (reed-cut quill) of marsh cane, picked up exactly where she had set it down when she said the words four hours. The sound it made on the kid’s hide was a sound Daniel had not heard in thirty-five years. Not since the back room of sofer (scribe) Benichou’s shop in Mogador, where his father took him on Thursdays to buy paper. A scratch so fine it was barely louder than a sleeping child’s breath. A scratch that was a voice, not a noise.

— Twenty-three lines, Tehillah said, without lifting her head. I’m writing the twenty-third line of the parchment of Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya. I started seventy-three days ago. The thirty-third line, which is the last one, I’ll write tonight, before your four hours fall.

Avigail moved half a step closer.

— You’re copying the parchment.

— I’m not copying it. I’m giving it back. To copy is to place it next to the original. To give it back is to make what the betrayal wanted to erase once exist twice. You see the difference?

— I see it.

Daniel, from the doorway, saw something else he had not seen on the way in. The slanted desk was not shaped like an ordinary sofer’s writing surface. It was shaped like the lectern of the First Temple, with a groove of basalt cut along the upper edge to keep ink from running back toward the scribe in a tremor. That kind of lectern had not existed in the Land of Israel since the year seventy-two of the Common Era. Daniel knew because he had written a report on scribal workshops for the Ministry in 2018, and he’d been forced to read a German doctoral thesis that established, with German certainty, that the last basalt lectern had been found smashed under the porch stones of Solomon’s portico.

This one was one of them.

He looked at Tehillah. He understood, slowly, that the Yemenite sofereyet (woman scribe) who reportedly did not write had under her elbows an object that should not have existed in May 2026 on an artists’ street in Tzfat.

— Where does the lectern come from? he asked.

Tehillah lifted her head at last.

— From my grandmother, she said. Who had it from hers. Who had it from hers. Go far enough up that chain, you reach Tiberias in 1834, the year the Sassoon family started cutting the scribes’ medals again. Go further, you reach Sana’a in 1647. Go further, you reach Tiberias again, in 1099. Go further, you reach Sepphoris in 280. Go further than that, and you reach a place I’m not allowed to name out loud, because that name, if it leaves this room, brings four cells instead of one.

Daniel set his palm carefully on the jamb.

— Tehillah.

— Yes.

— The lectern is from the Temple.

— It is from a workshop that stood three streets from the Temple. That is not the same thing. But it is almost the same thing. And it is enough almost-the-same-thing that you die for it if you say it in the open.

She dipped back into her writing.

Avigail stepped closer, until she could see the hide itself.

A kid’s hide. Not calf, not lamb. A young goat, chosen before its first shed, tanned with pomegranate bark and rubbed with wild pistachio oil. A hide that smelled, under the lamp, of honey and metal.

— Why kid? Avigail asked, in a voice that barely cleared a breath, because she knew the answer and she wanted to hear it spoken.

Tehillah did not answer right away.

She finished the line. She lifted the pen. She blotted its tip on a small square of red cloth at the right of the lectern. She set the pen perpendicular to the writing line. Only then she said:

— Because this is the hide that once lied. Do you remember?

Daniel felt something shift in his chest. Not a beat. A weight beginning to tilt.

— Yaakov, he said. Yaakov, who covered his arms in kid’s hide so his blind father Yitzhak would mistake him for Esav and give him the blessing that was not his.

— Not exactly, Tehillah said. You read it like the school that wants it to be a swindle. But the blessing was Yaakov’s. Yitzhak did not know it with his eyes. He knew it with his hands. When he touched the kid’s hide, he touched Esav, but he blessed Yaakov, because his hand knew what his eyes could no longer know. The kid’s hide did not lie. It told the truth to a part of Yitzhak that could no longer hear it any other way.

She took the pen up again.

— I’m not writing on this hide because it once lied. I’m writing on this hide because it is the hide that speaks truth to the one who can no longer hear. The world of the nations has lost the eyes that see. It still has the hands that touch. The parchment of Yaakov ben Yossef is being written, tonight, in May 2026, on the hide that addresses itself to the nations’ hands, because the nations’ eyes will no longer be enough.

Daniel said nothing. Avigail said nothing.

The scratch resumed.

Outside, Najara Street turned orange, then ochre, then bronze, as the sun lowered toward Mount Meron. A cat crossed the threshold, looked at Daniel, and kept going without stopping.

At eighteen thirty-four, Tehillah said, still without lifting her head:

— Avner Shabazi is my cousin. I’ve known it since 2012. I never told him. He never told me either. We did what a family does when it wants to hold. We ignored each other so no one could trace the one to the other. Now that you are here, the ignoring is over. It will cost Avner. It will also save him. I don’t know yet which one gets there first.

Avigail laid her right hand flat on the edge of the desk, ten centimeters from the kid’s hide. She opened her left palm and set in it the scribe’s medal of Esther Aboab. The clipped point of the six-pointed star caught the oil lamp’s light.

— Tehillah, she said. Esther Aboab in Belém handed this to me last night. She told me you have one that came to you from Avner’s mother in 2012. She told me the clipped point is not a defect. That it is a signature. That you read the signature by laying the two medals next to each other, clipped point against clipped point. Will you show me yours?

Tehillah, for the first time, set the pen down all the way.

She stood. She walked to the right wall. From a low recess beside an eighteenth-century Hanukkah lamp, she took a medal identical to Esther Aboab’s. She returned to the desk. She set her medal beside Avigail’s, clipped point against clipped point.

The two stars, six points each, became, by the interlock of their missing tips, a single star of eleven points.

Eleven.

Daniel, who had followed without a word, felt the weight in his chest move again.

— Eleven, Avigail said.

— Eleven, Tehillah said. Like the eleven sons of Yaakov born in exile before Binyamin came back. Eleven waiting for the twelfth. Do you know what that means for tonight?

— I know what it means for line thirty-three.

— Yes. That’s it. Good.

Daniel understood, from that exchange, that he was in a room where two women were reading a map he had never seen. He accepted that he was not going to see the map. He stepped inside, closed the workshop door behind him, and went to sit on the low stool Tehillah indicated with a nod, by the window.

— Avner said four hours, Daniel said. It is eighteen forty-two. That brings us to twenty-two forty-two. How many lines do you have left?

Tehillah looked at her parchment.

— Ten lines, she said. At four minutes a line, I need forty minutes. Plus drying. Plus the signature. Plus the final seal. Call it an hour and a quarter. If nothing happens before twenty hundred, the parchment is finished before the threat arrives. If something happens before twenty hundred, the parchment is not finished, and what is not finished is worth nothing.

— So we have an hour and eighteen minutes of margin.

— We have an hour and eighteen minutes in which no one needs to open this door but me.

Daniel nodded. He took out his phone. He dialed Avner.

— Avner.

— Daniel, you are in Tzfat.

— Workshop, Najara Street. With Tehillah. She is writing. She needs an hour and eighteen minutes uninterrupted. Can you slow the cell down?

— I can slow them down by an hour. Not more. The time she has is the margin you gave me. At twenty hundred sharp, they move. At twenty hundred twenty-two, they’re on Najara Street. So you have an hour and thirty-eight in reality, not an hour and eighteen. Move what you can move. And Daniel.

— Yes.

— Tehillah doesn’t know about my mother. If you tell her in those ninety-eight minutes, you save her life. If you don’t tell her, I swear, I’ll come to Tzfat myself to pick you up before midnight. Good luck.

He hung up.

Daniel looked at Avigail. Avigail looked at Tehillah. Tehillah, who had picked the pen back up in the meanwhile, was already on the twenty-fourth line.

Daniel got up.

He walked toward the sofereyet. He stopped a meter behind her, because you do not approach a scribe from behind closer than a meter. He said, in Hebrew, very low:

— Tehillah. Avner Shabazi is your cousin through his mother. His mother, Leah Sassoon, gave you the medal at your bat-mitzvah in 2012. His mother died of a stroke in 2019. Before she died, she wrote Avner a letter you don’t know about, and Avner has never opened. The letter is in his office at the Mossad. The letter will open tonight if you tell me now what the eleventh point of the star says.

Tehillah lifted the pen.

She set it down.

She turned, slowly, toward Daniel.

She did not cry. She did not smile. She did not flinch. But her eyes, under the lamp, became two lights that had not existed a second earlier.

She said, in Hebrew:

— The eleventh point says the name of my great-grandfather. He is the one who read the parchment in 1881. He is also the one who killed the fifteenth scribe in 1893. The eleventh point is the point of teshuvah (return, repentance). If you read it out loud tonight, the parchment I am writing stops being a copy and becomes an atonement. That is why Esther Aboab sent it to you through Avigail. You read the point. I finish the atonement. And after the atonement, perhaps, Avner can open his mother’s letter.

Daniel did not move.

— You want me to read a condemnation against your great-grandfather.

— I want you to read the truth he refused to read himself. The teshuvah of a dead man is done through the mouth of a living one. The living one must be someone not from the family, otherwise it is not teshuvah but defense. The living one must be a scribe, otherwise the reading does not carry. You are the fourteenth scribe. You are not from the family. You are here. This is for tonight, Daniel.

Outside, at eighteen fifty-three, the sun disappeared behind Mount Meron.

Avigail picked up Esther’s medal and Tehillah’s medal, which together formed the eleven-pointed star, and laid them in the cup of Daniel’s right palm. The eleventh point pointed at the nail of his thumb.

— Read, Avigail said.

Daniel closed his eyes.

He said, in Hebrew, the name he read when he touched the eleventh point with the pad of his left index finger:

— Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi.

He opened his eyes.

The scratch of the pen had resumed behind him without his noticing. Tehillah was on the twenty-fifth line. On the desk, the kid’s hide had changed scent. The honey and metal had given way to something narrower, drier, hotter. The smell of a stone that has just been washed.

Avigail took Daniel by his right arm and led him back to the window. She drew the violet shutter aside. She looked at the street. The street was empty. At the end of the street, on the steps that climb toward the Ashkenazi Beith Haknesset (house of assembly) of the Ari, a man stood in a white shirt with no collar, hands behind his back, looking at the workshop without looking at it.

The same driver. The same one who had taken them in Belém at twelve oh-eight. Avner had sent him ahead. The man in the white shirt, who had no smell, had done Lisbon to Tzfat in less than fifteen hours.

Daniel understood, at that moment, that Avner had begun lying about his hours long before tonight.

At nineteen oh-four, Avigail’s phone, which she had not powered back on since Athens, vibrated once in the inner pocket of her jacket.

She took it out.

A message, from a number with no country code:

Point read. Letter opened. Avner has seven minutes.

She raised her eyes to Daniel.

— It is no longer ninety-eight minutes, Daniel. It is seven.

Behind them, Tehillah was on the twenty-sixth line.

The pen moved at the same speed as before.

And outside, the man in the white shirt, who had not moved in six minutes, took, for the first time, one step forward.
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Chapter 10 — Yakhdav

Tzfat, scribe’s workshop, Najara Street — 15 Iyar 5786 (May 10, 2026), 19:04 → 21:38



Seven minutes.

Avigaïl set the phone face down on the table, more than a meter from the kid’s hide, because heat from a device, even when powered off, can warp a drying ink. She would not be the one to ruin line twenty-six. She looked at Daniel. Daniel looked outside.

The man in the white shirt had taken one step forward. Not two. One. And he had gone still again on the stone stairs climbing toward the Beith Haknesset (house of assembly) of the Ari, as if the street itself forbade him to walk faster than the kid’s hide permitted.

“Tehillah,” Daniel said low, in Hebrew, because you do not raise your voice in a room where a reed is writing.

“Yes.”

“Someone knows you well enough to time Avner’s letter to the very minute you would name your great-grandfather. Someone knew you were waiting for the fourteenth scribe. Someone sent Esther Aboab to Belém yesterday. And that someone, tonight, has just cut our margin to seven minutes to make sure you finish what you have to finish before we can understand the whole. Who is that someone?”

Tehillah kept writing.

She was working on the twenty-seventh line now. The reed moved at the same pace as before. No acceleration. No catch. The scrape it made in the room had the sound of a very quiet fire.

“That someone,” Tehillah said, “died in 1893. The parchment you see here was never written in 1881. It was read in 1881. My great-grandfather, Mordechai ben Eliahu ha-Shabazi, read it, in the cellar of a house in Tiberias whose stones still lie beneath a municipal parking lot. What he read that day he learned by heart in less than an hour, because he was a man of study, and in that century men kept what they read by heart. But when he came up out of the cellar, he did something my family has reproached him for through one hundred thirty-three years. He divided the testimony into two.”

Daniel did not move. Avigaïl slid her right hand, without deciding to, over the hollow above the kid’s hide, ten centimeters from the parchment, palm down, the way you shield something against a threat that does not yet have a face.

“He divided,” Daniel repeated.

“He wrote the first half on a kid’s hide he tanned himself with pomegranate bark, exactly like this one. The first half is the accusation. Twenty-seven names. Twenty-seven nations. Three lines per nation in the perpendicular margins, plus the head list, plus the signature. Thirty-three lines in all. This is that parchment. This is what I give back tonight, because the original burned in 1893 in the hand of the fifteenth scribe.”

“And the other half.”

“The other half is the blessing. It is not written. It is not written because you do not lay a blessing beside an accusation, or you turn the blessing into blackmail. My great-grandfather did something no one had done before him. He wrote the blessing on the hide itself, in invisible ink, on the half that would stay blank after the thirty-three lines of accusation. And he handed that half to a man leaving for Rome that same night.”

Avigaïl, without raising her hand, said, “Rome.”

“Rome.”

“Which man.”

“A man with no name in the street. A man with a name only inside the brotherhood. Among the scribes they called him the carrier of the silent kid. He left for Rome on the night of the 18th of Av 5641 — that is August 12, 1881, by the calendar of the nations. He never came back. But the white half reached Rome. It is still in Rome.”

The reed finished line twenty-seven. Tehillah lifted it, blotted the tip on the small square of red cloth, set the reed perpendicular to the writing line. She did not turn around.

“The white half,” she said, “is in the Vatican Archives, with the vessels of the Temple and the gold of Yossef (Joseph). It has been there one hundred forty-five years. No one sees it, because no one knows it must be heated to be read. Cardinal Aldo Carafa had it under his eyes at three-fifteen on the morning of May fourth. He did not know it was under his eyes. That is why he read four lines and died. He read the accusation without reading the blessing that conditions it. A man who reads an accusation alone, without the blessing that holds it, does not survive the reading. The blessing is what makes the accusation bearable to a human heart. Without it, the accusation kills the reader before it kills the accused.”

Daniel closed his eyes for a second.

He opened them.

“You are telling me that what we have been chasing for four days is not the parchment you are writing tonight. It is the other one. The one still in Rome.”

“I am telling you that what you are writing in your head right now is the mistake your uncle Avner made before you. The accusation and the blessing are one skin. If you carry one without the other, you kill the man you carry it to. Publish the twenty-seven nations in tomorrow’s London Times without the twenty-eighth line that redeems them, and you hand Cardinal Lombardi a reason to sign Mahmoud Khalil’s death warrant at nine in the morning. Publish them both together, and you hand Lombardi a reason to sign the restitution of the vessels at ten.”

“Yakhdav,” Avigaïl said, very low, in Hebrew.

Tehillah, still not turning, said: “Yakhdav (together). Always yakhdav. It is the word the Torah laid down twice in the binding of Yitshak (Isaac) so that neither the nations nor we ourselves would forget it. Vayéelkhou shnéhem yakhdav — and the two of them walked together. Avraham and Yitshak walk together. They do not walk one behind the other. They do not walk one without the other. They walk together, in the same direction, without knowing what each one carries. Avraham carries the blade. Yitshak carries the wood. Neither knows that the other is carrying what will serve the sacrifice. And still they walk together. That is what walking yakhdav means. That is what separates a people from a crowd.”

She returned to the reed. She began line twenty-eight.

To the right of the parchment, on the table, a small red clay jar with a narrow neck waited, full of an ink darker than any of the others. An ink almost black, with a bronze sheen. Tehillah had not dipped her reed in it since the start of the afternoon.

Daniel saw the jar. He said nothing. He went back to the window.

The man in the white shirt was gone.

“He’s gone,” Daniel said.

“He’s gone,” Tehillah said, “because someone just told him over the phone that Avner started his car four minutes ago south of Haifa and will be on Najara Street in twelve minutes. The man in the white shirt did not receive an order to enter. He received an order to stop Avner from entering. He has moved to block the road at the crossing. That is where the next thing decides itself. You and Avigaïl have to leave this room in ten minutes, through the back courtyard, through the house of Yossef Ben-Ezra, which has been a house of scribes since 1747, and which has a second exit onto the alley of the potters. You will reach the Armenian monastery at twenty-one fifty. Brother Khachatour will be waiting for you there. He will put you in the car that brings you back to Tiberias. In Tiberias you will board the Eichenbaum Foundation’s private aircraft at six in the morning. At nine you will be in Fiumicino. At eleven you will stand outside the gates of the Vatican Archives. At noon you will be sitting across from Cardinal Pietro Lombardi.”

Avigaïl looked at Tehillah the way you look at a clock.

“You have prepared everything.”

“I have prepared what could be prepared. The rest is in your hands and the hands of Hashem. But the Eichenbaum private plane was chartered this morning at nine by my uncle Yaakov. Brother Khachatour received the call at nine-oh-seven. Esther Aboab handed off the medallion in Belém at eleven-oh-seven last night. When you prepare, you prepare to the minute. If you leave now, you arrive. If you leave eleven minutes from now, you do not. It is as simple as that.”

Tehillah finished line twenty-eight. She raised the reed. She did not blot the tip this time. She laid the reed flat along the basalt gutter. She took up the small red clay jar with the narrow neck in her right hand. She poured a single drop of the almost-black, bronze-sheened ink into a flat cup. She dipped the reed in the cup. And she began, without a word, to write at the bottom of the parchment, in the lower margin reserved by custom for the scribe’s signature, a line that was not the twenty-ninth.

A line that was the thirty-third.

Daniel understood in that instant that she was writing the last line ahead of the four still to come. She was sealing. She was finishing with the signature before she had finished the body of the text. It was not the right order. No scribe does that. No scribe except one who knows she may be interrupted before line thirty-two and wants the parchment closed even if she is.

“You’re signing before you’ve finished,” Daniel said.

“I’m signing now, yes. If Avner arrives in ten minutes and has six minutes with me, I will only get as far as line thirty-one. Lines thirty-two and thirty-three will stay blank. But the parchment will be signed. A signed parchment with two lines missing is worth more than an unsigned parchment with all its lines. The signature is what turns a draft into a testimony. And a testimony incomplete but signed is admissible before any rabbinical court, because the missing lines are added through the examination of the witness. An unsigned draft is nothing.”

Avigaïl set the double medallion of eleven points on the upper margin of the parchment, outside the writing, in the strip Tehillah had left blank in advance. The medallion settled into the hide with a faint scrape, as though the hide had been waiting for it. Tehillah, at that moment, drew the last curve of the signature, lifted the reed, and wrote beneath the signature, in very small Hebrew letters, a formula Daniel recognized.

Blessed be the Lord who made this night not be the previous one. Blessed be the Lord who made the living finish what the dead began. Blessed be the Lord who made my great-grandfather Mordechai ben Eliahou ha-Shabazi receive tonight the teshuvah* (return, repentance) he asked for in 1893 and could not receive, because no living man knew, until this night, that it was for him to carry it.*

She set down the reed.

She turned, finally, to face Daniel and Avigaïl.

“The signature holds,” she said. “I still have to write twenty-nine, thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two. I will write them after you leave. If the man in the white shirt comes in before I am done, he will find a signed and unfinished parchment, and he will not know what to do with a signed and unfinished parchment. He will think he has found a draft. He may burn it. The signature I have learned by heart. If the hide burns, the signature does not burn. It is in my memory and in yours, from this second onward. That is why I read it out loud.”

Avigaïl, without touching the hide, laid the edge of her right sleeve against the upper border of the parchment to hold it while Tehillah completed line thirty-three.

“Mordechai ben Eliahou ha-Shabazi,” Avigaïl said low, the way you say a dead man’s name as he is being buried. “Your great-grandfather divided the testimony. He was right. An accusation alone kills the reader. The blessing he hid in Rome is what saves the reader. We will go to Rome. We will read the other half. We will set them down together.”

“Yakhdav,” Tehillah said.

“Yakhdav,” Avigaïl said.

Daniel did not speak, because the sentence had not asked for a third voice. He felt, in his chest, the weight that had shifted earlier shift again. Not right. Not left. Lower. As though someone had laid the blade back down on the other shoulder.

At nineteen-eighteen, Avigaïl’s uncle, Yaakov Eichenbaum, called her. She picked up. She listened without speaking. She hung up.

“The plane has been on the ground in Tiberias since four. The pilot filed his flight plan at five. Wheels up at six sharp tomorrow morning. Brother Khachatour has been on site at the Armenian monastery since six. My uncle says one more thing.”

“What.”

“He says he has known since 2019 that Avner and Tehillah are cousins. He says his father, Rav Eichenbaum zatsal, knew since 1973. He says that is why my grandmother wrote Avner’s name on the back of her letter, in the list of possible scribes, even though Avner never trained as a scribe. He says Rav Eichenbaum zatsal wrote, in his private notes, which my uncle inherited, that only one generation would be able to hold both halves at once, and that this would be the fourteenth. He says the fourteenth generation is you, Daniel. And it is me.”

Daniel repeated it, very low: “The fourteenth.”

“The fourteenth. Daniel the scribe of May 2026, like Daniel the prophet of Babylon. Not a coincidence. Not a prophecy either, not in the way people use that word. A chain. A handing-on of reeds. A chain Mordechai ben Eliahou ha-Shabazi started by going silent, and that you finish tonight by speaking aloud.”

“And you.”

“And I carry the medallion. The fourteenth carrier, like the sister of Pinhas Sasson in 1860. I carry. You read. Tehillah writes. Avner protects. Mahmoud searches. Esther transmits. Lombardi will yield. This is the house. This is the family. We are the house.”

Daniel understood from that sentence that he had spent thirty-five years believing he was alone. He understood that he had never been alone. He understood that he had simply been unable to hear the chain around him, because at nineteen he had chosen to stuff cotton into the ears his father had left him. He felt the weight in his chest shift a third time. Not higher. Not lower. Center.

At nineteen-twenty-two, Tehillah raised her head.

“Leave now,” she said. “Avner will come from one side. The man in the white shirt will move from the other. I want you at the halfway point to the Armenian monastery when they meet. If you are still on Najara Street the moment they meet, they will stop meeting to deal with you, and what is supposed to happen in the street will not happen. Leave through the back courtyard. The low door to the right of the oven. The key is under the third stone of the threshold. You will give it to Khachatour. Khachatour will give it back to Tehillah bat Yossef of Bnei Brak when the time comes.”

Avigaïl picked up her bag. She hesitated a second. She put the double medallion of eleven points back in Tehillah’s left palm.

“Keep it with the parchment,” she said. “You will hand it to Khachatour when the ink of line thirty-three is dry. Khachatour will give it back to us in Rome. Better that it does not travel in our pockets tonight.”

Tehillah accepted the medallion. She closed her left hand on it. She said, in Hebrew:

“May Hashem walk with you, and may He make your two steps move at one pace, as He made Avraham and Yitshak walk to the mountain, so that neither was behind the other. Yakhdav.”

“Yakhdav,” Daniel said.

“Yakhdav,” Avigaïl said.

They left.

The back courtyard smelled of lemon tree and stone. The low door to the right of the oven was cedar, split lengthwise by time. The third stone of the threshold lifted without sound under the press of Avigaïl’s thumb. The key was a flat iron key with two uneven teeth, the kind Tiberias scribes made between 1834 and 1881. Avigaïl took it. She opened the door. She closed it behind Daniel.

They walked. Not one behind the other. Not one without the other. Together, in the same direction, one meter apart, because the halakha Avigaïl had carried since the age of fourteen still did not permit the contact, but because the walk, tonight, was no longer about contact. It was about something else. Something you do not learn from books and that you learn by walking.

At the end of the alley of the potters, at nineteen-twenty-nine, Daniel stopped a second and looked at Avigaïl.

“Yakhdav,” he said.

“Yakhdav,” she said.

And they walked on.

Behind them, halfway down Najara Street, the man in the white shirt turned his head toward the sound of an engine coming from the north. A 2011 Volkswagen Passat engine, dark gray, plates of an operational Mossad vehicle, four minutes out. Avner Shabazi was arriving. In her workshop, Tehillah began line twenty-nine.

And in Rome, in the lower vaults of the Vatican Archives, Cardinal Pietro Lombardi, in front of a phone that had just rung for the third time in five minutes, laid his hand on the receiver and did not lift it.

At eleven the next morning, two Israelis were going to sit down across from him.

He did not yet know why he was not answering.

He did not yet know that he had been waiting for them since 1881.
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Chapter 11 — The Yod and the Hé

Eichenbaum Foundation private aircraft, Tiberias → Fiumicino — 16 Iyar 5786 (May 11, 2026), 06:00 → 08:58



The pilot’s name was Yves Mardochée. He was sixty-one. He’d earned his wings at Marignane in 1989, done nineteen years long-haul with Air France, ten years with the Eichenbaum Foundation since 2016. He wore a black kippah (skullcap) under his cap. At the foot of the ladder, without looking at Daniel, he had said to Avigaïl:

“You go up first. I lift off in four minutes. Three hours direct. There’s water and tea behind seat three. Don’t leave the rear cabin. Brother Khachatour sent you a sealed envelope. It’s in the pocket of seat two. Do not open it before eight-thirty.”

Avigaïl said thank you, Yves. Daniel said nothing, because Yves Mardochée had not addressed him, and there are men you do not greet by greeting them.

They climbed in. The door sealed. At six on the dot, the Eichenbaum Foundation’s Cessna Citation X left the south runway at Tiberias and angled west over the Mediterranean. The Israel-Italy private corridor, in May 2026, required northern-Cyprus and southern-Crete deviations, and the flight plans of Israeli-registered private jets followed routes nobody published in aviation journals.

The rear cabin had four cream-leather seats. Daniel took the right window, his back to the front of the aircraft. Avigaïl took the left window, her back to the front of the aircraft as well. They sat facing each other, a meter and a half apart, separated by the center aisle.

Avigaïl drew a gray siddour (prayer book) from her bag. Not a new one. The gilt edges had been redone twice, and the black leather cover carried, on the right, the imprint of the left thumb of a woman who had always opened it from the same side. It was her grandmother’s siddour. Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum née Pereira. Belém, 1944. Jerusalem, 1949. Casablanca, 1952. Jerusalem again, 1957. Passed away in 2014. Avigaïl, twelve at the time, had inherited it with a verbal order never to lend it to anyone, not even for a photocopy.

She opened it. She found the page. She began the birkat ha-shahar (morning blessings) in a low voice, in the Yemenite Hebrew her grandmother had taught her — the Pereira family had walked Belém to Sanaa in the sixteenth century and had refused, ever after, to lose the cadence. Modè ani lefanekha melekh hai ve-kayyam she-hekhezarta bi nishmati be-hemla rabba emunatekha — I give thanks before You, living and enduring King, that You have returned my soul to me in mercy; great is Your faithfulness. She said the text without haste, without ceremony, without any of the things a secular Israeli might have mistaken for performance. She said it the way a person puts a key into a lock every morning for twenty-nine years.

Daniel did not recite.

He could have, long ago. His father had made him learn the birkat ha-shahar at six. He had said modè ani for thirteen years. He had stopped at nineteen, exactly, the morning he reported to the IDF. He had packed his bag the night before and laid his father’s tefillin (phylacteries) in the bottom drawer of the dresser. He had said to his mother I won’t have time over there. His mother had not answered. His mother, Esther Vidal, had never been the kind to answer the decisions one did not consult her about. But the next morning Daniel had not said modè ani, and he had not said it for sixteen years since.

He watched Avigaïl pray.

Once, he would have said he was watching her with the clinical eye of the agnostic observing a ritual. This morning, at six-oh-seven, over the sea going white in light coming from the northeast, he noticed that he was watching her with something other than a clinical eye. He filed the observation alongside the two he had filed yesterday outside San Paolo and had not yet had time to come back to.

Avigaïl finished. She closed the siddour. She laid it on the folded tray to her side without putting it away. She looked out the window.

Daniel spoke first.

“You pray for things that would happen anyway.”

“Yes.”

“The sun rises without you.”

“The sun rises without me. Modè ani is not a request, Daniel. It is a receipt.”

“A receipt.”

“Yes. The soul is handed back at night. You take it back in the morning. Modè ani is the word you sign at the bottom of the receipt, because you received what you did not ask for. It is not a prayer in the way you understood it at six. It is a courtesy. A courtesy to Someone who returns, every morning, something He did not have to return, and who could, any morning, forget.”

“My courtesies, I keep for human beings.”

“You keep them for dead people too. Your father, for example. You did not throw out his bag.”

Daniel looked at the bag, under the seat across from him. He did not answer right away. It was not an answer that came fast.

At six-nineteen, the Citation entered the upper altitude layer. The pressure shifted faintly in the ears. Avigaïl swallowed. Daniel swallowed too, two seconds later. It was there, at six-nineteen and thirty-two seconds, that he began to talk the way he had not talked in fourteen years.



“The last time I prayed was in 2018. My father was dying at Hadassah Ein Kerem. Pancreatic cancer, stage four, diagnosed four weeks before the end. He was lucid until two days before. On the last evening, he asked me for the birkat ha-mazon (grace after meals). Not the short version. The long one, with the four blessings, with the passage of the consolation of Jerusalem, with the passage of the guests. He said, in his earlier voice — not his final voice — he said: If you do not say it with me tonight, you will not say it again. I said it with him. Slowly. At my pace, not his, because at his I would have lost him. He accepted my pace. He died eleven hours later. I have not said birkat ha-mazon once since that night. Not out of revolt. Out of loyalty. If I said it without him, I would separate it from him. As long as I do not say it, it stays locked in the last room where I said it with him. That is my way of not losing him.”

Avigaïl did not answer right away.

She could have answered with halakha. She knew the halakha. Mar de Mevasser, end of the sixth blessing, al melekhet ha-shamayim — the second reason one never separates the birkat ha-mazon from a dead man through whom one has carried it. She did not give the halakha. She gave something else.

“My grandfather did the same thing with another blessing. Not birkat ha-mazon. Birkat cohanim (priestly blessing). He was a cohen (priest). He said it with his father for the last time in 1973, in Jerusalem, the morning before his father died. He never said it again. For forty-one years, at every Pessah, every Sukkot, every Yom Kippour, my grandfather, at the hour when the cohanim ascend, would walk out of the hall. He would go into the courtyard. He would cry, soundlessly, for two minutes. He would come back. No one knew except me, because I saw him twice and understood the second time. He died in 2014. I never asked anyone in the family why he walked out, because the answer was his, not mine. And he needed it in order to stay alive.”

Daniel nodded. He did not speak for three minutes. At six-twenty-three the Citation entered the lower stratospheric layer and the color of the sea below them went from white to metal.

“Why do you pray in the plural?”

“I do not pray in the plural. I pray in the singular. It is the prayer that is in the plural.”

“Modè ani.”

“Modè ani is singular. But half the siddour is plural. Avinou. Eloheinou. Hashivenou. Refa’enou. Always we, never me. No one prays alone in that book. We pray for the Klal (the collective). That is what separates a Jewish prayer from a prayer of the nations. The nations pray for the me. Israel prays for the we. When I say refa’enou — heal us — I heal my grandmother who is dead, and the woman on the number 18 bus who has breast cancer, and a soldier in Khan Younès, and a non-observant Jew in Bnei Brak. I do not know exactly whom I heal. I heal in the plural, and the One who decides, He knows how to distribute.”

“And this morning, what did you say in the plural?”

“Modè ani is singular. I only said modè ani. For the plurals, you wait for the amida (standing prayer), at nine.”

“We land at nine minus two.”

“Then we’ll do the amida in Rome. In the car, or before the car, whichever we have.”

“You do the amida in a Vatican car?”

“I did it in Tel Aviv in the car of a Hezbollah agent we’d turned. The amida is not picky about the car. It is picky about the person inside it.”

Daniel smiled. It was the first smile he had let himself since Belém. He filed the smile alongside the three observations he had filed, and he told himself he was building a reserve that would overflow if he did not take hold of it.



At six forty-one, the Citation passed over Larnaca at nine thousand meters.

Avigaïl pulled a bound document from the pocket of seat two — not the Khachatour envelope, which would not open until eight-thirty, but another paper, smaller. She handed it to Daniel without comment.

“Read. It’s from my uncle Yaakov. He faxed it to me at six-thirty last night, after your call to Avner. He passed it to me through Khachatour at midnight. He wrote it in French for you, because he knows you read Hebrew but prefers you to read French when he wants to be sure you catch the nuance. It’s for you.”

Daniel took it. Two handwritten pages, in French — a French of France, no Israeli tic, the French of someone who had done École Normale Supérieure before he did Hebron. The handwriting was upright, angular, slow.


Daniel,

Avigaïl tells me she has not yet explained to you why the Mossad let you onto this file. That is because she did not know herself until Sunday. I have known since February 2024. Here is the truth: you were not sent to Rome on a diplomatic mission by accident. You were sent by Avner. Avner had the Shin Bet send you because the Mossad, by law, could not send you itself. And it had to be you. You will know why when Avigaïl tells you, or when I tell you in Tzfat two weeks from now, depending on which comes first.

The rule, for the next ten hours, is simple. Avigaïl carries the medallion. You carry your father’s bag. The medallion stays in your father’s bag, in the inner pocket hand-stitched into the lining. No one in Rome knows it is there. Do not take it out except at one moment: in front of Lombardi, after he has spoken the word va-adayin (still). You will recognize it when he says it. Until that word, the bag stays closed.

You are not alone. And you are no longer an atheist either, since Belém, but that, you do not yet have the right to know. Give yourself time.

Yaakov Eichenbaum



Daniel read it again. He looked at Avigaïl.

“You knew what was in this?”

“No. He never shows me what he writes to other people. He shows it only to the addressee.”

Daniel looked at his father’s bag, under the seat across from him. He looked at his own bag, on the seat beside him. He understood in two seconds: Avigaïl had placed the medallion in Yossef Vidal zatsal’s bag at some moment he had not registered, maybe in Tzfat, maybe in Tiberias, maybe while Yves Mardochée was announcing flight safety. The move was flawless. He had not seen it.

He looked at Avigaïl. He did not ask her why. He understood the answer without asking. His father’s bag was an object no airport-bag handler could open with dignity — the inner seam was the seam of a tallit (prayer shawl), recognizable by touch to a Jew, invisible to anyone else. No Vatican cardinal would dare paw at a bag of prayer. No Vatican guard would go past the cloth. The medallion was traveling to Rome inside a liturgical object of his father’s — an object that had never touched a first-century parchment in its life, but that would shield it, this morning, from Rome, by the sole grace of the cloth Daniel had carried under all through his childhood.

Avigaïl had invented a halakha of transport. She had invented it without telling him, because he would have refused if she had asked. She had done it because she loved Daniel the way Yaakov had loved Esav through Eliphaz — over the wall of a commandment that forbids contact, by way of the ingenuity of a detour that makes the gift possible.

Daniel understood, at that exact instant, that he was loved by a woman who did not have the right to touch him and who was inventing paths.

He did not say thank you. He said something else.

“Ish and ishah. The yod of masculine and the hé of feminine make yod-hé. Sotah seventeen-A. If you take them out, what remains is two fires. Eish and eish.”

Avigaïl looked at him for a long moment.

“Where did you learn that?”

“My father. I think I haven’t said it out loud in thirty-five years. The yod and the hé are not in our bodies. The yod is in what we are not allowed to do. The hé is in what we choose to say in its place. And yod-hé, this morning, is making His Name above us, at nine thousand meters over Larnaca, because you sewed the medallion into a bag no one can open and didn’t tell me.”

“You going to cry?”

“No.”

“Good. Cry later, in Rome, when we have time. For now, open Khachatour’s envelope. It’s eight twenty-nine. We’re in the window.”



The Khachatour envelope was kraft, sealed with red wax.

The seal bore the imprint of an Armenian cross and a six-pointed star laid one over the other — an old seal, one that should not exist in post-2000 monastic art, and that has existed all along among the Armenians of Jerusalem since 1948.

Avigaïl broke the seal. Three sheets inside.

The first: a topographic map of the lower vaults of the Vatican Archives, to scale, level −2 and level −3, with a red dot on the inventory room of level −2 and a blue dot on the chamber of the parchment on level −3.

The second: a short handwritten note, in Italian, in a woman’s upright script.


Brother Khachatour,

If you are reading this, they are in the air. Pass the map. Tell them not to descend with Lombardi before twelve noon sharp. Before noon, have them come to the inventory room on level −2. At eleven fifteen, I will be at table B, under the broken bulb. I am wearing a gray scarf with white dots. I have thirty-six minutes before the service resumes. I will show them what Carafa pulled out the day before he died and did not have time to show them in person.

Maria Battista



Avigaïl looked at Daniel.

“She is alive.”

“She is alive.”

“Lombardi does not know she has contacted us.”

“Lombardi does not know she exists as a contact. He believes she is just an archivist. He does not know she descends from Portuguese marranos of Belém and that she has spent thirteen years searching for exactly what we are searching for.”

“She has thirty-six minutes at eleven fifteen. And we land at Fiumicino at nine minus two. Eighty minutes by taxi to the center of Rome with the morning traffic. That gives us ten eighteen. Fifty-seven minutes ahead. More than enough time.”

“Except Lombardi has sent a car for us. The car is waiting at the foot of the ramp. The driver, Vatican diplomatic plates. If we take that car, we don’t go to the inventory room. We go to Lombardi’s office.”

“We don’t take the car.”

“You can’t refuse the car without setting off Lombardi.”

“We take the car for five minutes. We get out before Saint Peter’s Square. We disappear in the crowd. We walk to the inventory room from the south.”

“Lombardi will look for us.”

“Lombardi will look for us for thirty-six minutes. That’s exactly the time it takes.”

Avigaïl smiled. It was a smile Daniel had not seen in fourteen years either. Not the smile of a woman amused. The smile of a Mossad Tevel agent who sees, at nine thousand meters over Larnaca, the exact plan that has been waiting for her since Sunday.

The third sheet of the Khachatour envelope was a shorter handwritten note, in Hebrew, signed by Brother Khachatour himself.


To the bearers of the medallion,

The driver waiting for you at Fiumicino is not named Marco Castelli, as the embassy announced. His name is Salvatore Lombardi. He is the Cardinal’s nephew. He is twenty-six. He is sincere. He believes he is welcoming guests. They lied to him too. Be kind to him. He will take you where he thinks he has to take you. You will get out before. He will be hurt. But Salvatore Lombardi will one day be the bridge between you and his uncle the Cardinal. That day will come later. This morning, get out before Saint Peter’s Square. And do not tell him why.

Khachatour



Daniel set the three sheets back on the tray.

At eight fifty-six, the Citation began its descent toward Fiumicino. The Mediterranean drew closer, more blue, less metallic. In the distance the Italian coast appeared in the morning haze, dotted with villages Daniel could not have named even if he had studied Italian geography, which he had not, because he had always said you learn the geography of an enemy after you have defeated him, never before.

Avigaïl closed her grandmother’s siddour. She put it in her neutral bag. She looked at Daniel.

“Yakhdav?”

“Yakhdav.”

“And yod-hé above us?”

“Yod-hé above us.”

“Good. Then let’s go down.”

The Citation touched the Fiumicino tarmac at eight fifty-eight.

A black car with diplomatic plates was waiting at the foot of the ramp. A young man in a dark gray suit, twenty-six, short black hair, Vatican badge on the lapel, got out of the car to greet them. He smiled. His smile was sincere.

Daniel and Avigaïl came down the steps. Daniel held his father’s bag. Avigaïl carried her neutral bag. The eleven-point medallion, sewn into the inner pocket of Yossef Vidal zatsal’s prayer cloth, made its way to Rome in the silence of a fabric of prayer.

Salvatore Lombardi shook Daniel’s hand. Then he stepped half a pace back toward Avigaïl, understood, did not extend his hand, gave an awkward but well-meant nod. He said, in Italian:

“My uncle is waiting for you at eleven thirty. Not at noon. He moved it forward. He asked me to tell you the moment you came off the ramp.”

Daniel cut a glance at Avigaïl. Avigaïl did not move a muscle.

Lombardi had moved it forward by half an hour.

Someone, in Rome, knew about Sister Maria Battista’s note. Someone, in Brother Khachatour’s circle or in Uncle Yaakov’s, had leaked.

And Salvatore Lombardi, twenty-six, sincere, the Cardinal’s nephew, did not know any of what he had just carried in the sentence he had just spoken.

At eleven fifteen, Sister Maria Battista would be under the broken bulb at table B.

At eleven thirty, Cardinal Lombardi would be waiting at the prefect’s office.

Between the two, fifteen minutes.

And between Fiumicino and the inventory room, eighty minutes by car, of which one they would have to step out of.

Daniel got into the car. Avigaïl got in on the other side. Salvatore Lombardi turned the key.

And above them, at nine thousand meters over Larnaca, the yod and the hé Daniel had spoken aloud for the first time in thirty-five years held their place, in silence, all the way to the northern ring of Rome.
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Chapter 12 — Table B, under the broken bulb

Rome, Vatican Archives, inventory room level −2 — 16 Iyar 5786 (May 11, 2026), 10:18 → 11:51



Salvatore Lombardi nearly cried, at ten-eighteen, when Daniel asked to be let out.

“But we’re not even at Saint Peter’s Square yet,” he said in Italian. “My uncle was clear. Eleven-thirty, the Prefect’s office. You don’t have permission to get out here.”

Daniel laid his hand on the young man’s shoulder. The halakha did not forbid contact between two men, and Daniel chose to set his right palm flat, without pressing.

“Salvatore. You’re twenty-six. You haven’t done anything wrong. You did your job well. We’re not the ones they’re looking for. Give us fifteen minutes. Go get a coffee at Café Sant’Angelo. Pick us back up at ten thirty-three. You’ll have nothing to explain to your uncle if you say nothing. Can you do that for me?”

Salvatore Lombardi hesitated for the length of an eyeblink. He had been raised by an uncle whose orders were not discussed. But he had also been raised by a mother who had told him, at sixteen, that uncle Pietro did not know everything. The second half of his upbringing won over the first.

“Fifteen minutes,” Salvatore said.

“Fifteen minutes.”

Daniel got out on the right. Avigaïl got out on the left. Salvatore Lombardi, in his dark-gray dicastery suit, with his Vatican badge and the sincerity of a twenty-six-year-old, restarted the engine and pulled away toward Café Sant’Angelo.

What none of the four — Daniel, Avigaïl, Salvatore, or Cardinal Pietro Lombardi sitting at his desk at eleven-thirty — knew was that Salvatore Lombardi’s phone, since April 2023, had been transmitting all his GPS coordinates to a server based in Tehran at thirty-second intervals. It had been doing so for twenty-five months. No one in the Lombardi family had ever suspected. Salvatore himself believed his phone was a normal phone. It was a normal phone. And it had been calling, without his knowledge, Sayyid Reza Tabrizi.

At ten-eighteen, the server in Tehran received the coordinate Castel Sant’Angelo, Lungotevere Castello, dropped. Tabrizi, asleep in Tehran because of the time difference, was not awakened. But the algorithm he had programmed in March 2024 was, itself, perfectly awake. It logged the deviation. And it transmitted, at eleven-nineteen Rome time, an operational order to a cell stationed at the Sant’Apollinare house, six streets from the Vatican.

The order fit in four words.

Maria Battista. Thirty minutes.



Daniel and Avigaïl walked to the southern entrance of the Vatican Archives.

Not the main door. The service door. The one archivists use to enter at the hours when there are no tourists. Avigaïl knew the door. Tevel division had drawn up the service-entrance maps in 2021, after the Coptic manuscripts affair, and the updated map was in her memory. She walked without hesitating. Daniel followed. No one asked them anything. The fictitious badge of an Israeli cultural attaché in Rome, made in Tel Aviv the previous Friday by Technical Services, cleared the checkpoint without setting off the bell.

At eleven-fourteen, they were at the door of the inventory room on level −2.

Avigaïl set her left palm against the panel. She waited two seconds. She listened. Inside she heard the ordinary murmur of an archive room at lunchtime — an air conditioner, the hum of fluorescent tubes, nothing else. She entered.

The room was empty.

Five tables aligned in the center, labeled A through E by brass plaques screwed into the surface. Shelves rising to the ceiling, stacked with numbered green boxes. At the back on the right, table B. Above table B, a broken bulb. It hung from the end of its wire, the glass cracked on one side, never replaced — for how long, Daniel could not have said, but long enough that someone had eventually given up putting it on the maintenance list.

At eleven-fifteen sharp, the north service door opened.

Sister Maria Battista came in.

She wore her gray archivist habit, and over the habit, a gray scarf with white dots, knotted low on the nape, in the Sephardic style. She saw Daniel. She saw Avigaïl. She did not smile at them, because you do not smile in an archive room under surveillance, but her eyes shifted by a quarter of a millimeter — exactly the way Lombardi’s eyes had shifted on the eighth of May at thirteen twenty-two in the lower vaults. It was the signature of this family that was not a family. The quarter of a millimeter of marranos recognizing each other.

She came to table B. She set down on the surface a small flat object wrapped in a batiste handkerchief. She unfolded the handkerchief.

A ledger in black leather. Fifteen centimeters by ten. The gilt edges chipped. The papal seal on the cover, but the watermark was older — not Leo XIV. Higher. Daniel leaned in. He read the watermark.

Vincenzo Pecci. 1881.

Pecci is the family name of Leo XIII. Before his election.

“Carafa pulled it out the day before he died,” Maria Battista said in Italian, very low. “He laid it on his desk. He opened to page twelve. He called Lombardi at midnight. He said, come tomorrow morning. He never had tomorrow morning. At three-fourteen, he collapsed. The ledger stayed on his desk. Lombardi had it brought back here at six-ten. He thinks it’s a routine inventory. He hasn’t read it carefully.”

Avigaïl opened the ledger. Page twelve.

The handwriting was fine, angular, the hand of a nineteenth-century Italian cardinal trained at Perugia. The lines were mostly in Latin. But one entry, in the middle of the page, was not in Latin.


Voce VII — 27 nomi + 1 + una pelle di capretto, metà bianca, da Tiberiade, ordinata bruciata il 18 agosto 1881. Non bruciata. Chiusa nel cabinetto III-B.



“Twenty-seven names plus one,” Daniel translated without needing to translate. “Plus a kid’s hide, half-white, from Tiberias, ordered burned on the eighteenth of August 1881. Not burned. Locked in cabinet three-B.”

Maria Battista pointed her index finger at the second half of the entry.

“Pecci is the only one who didn’t write this entry in Latin. The whole rest of page twelve is in Latin. This line is in Italian. Why?”

Daniel had already thought about it. He offered the obvious answer.

“Because he wanted this line to be readable by an Italian speaker without having to go through a Latinist. Which means readable by a future Vatican archivist without triggering a request to the translators’ office.”

“That’s the obvious. But not the whole.”

“What else.”

Maria Battista turned the ledger a quarter-turn toward Daniel. She set the nail of her right index finger under the word bruciata.

“Pecci had a cousin on his mother’s side, José Pereira, a Portuguese marrano resettled in Perugia in 1842. José Pereira taught Pecci, in his childhood, Ladino. Pecci, his whole life, wrote his private letters in an Italian peppered with words he believed Italian but that were in fact Ladino calques. Bruciata in standard Italian, yes. But in Ladino, the word berakhitar means to flee, to escape. The root is the Hebrew ב-ר-ח, bara’h, to flee. Pecci, in writing bruciata, in fact wrote berakhitar to a Sephardic ear. It is the Ladino speaking, not the Italian. The sentence, read by a Sephardi, becomes: closed by way of escape into cabinet three-B. Which means: not destroyed, but hidden. Which means: Pecci was disobeying the Vatican order by saving the kid’s hide, and he was writing it down in his own ledger in a word only a Sephardi could read.”

Daniel closed his eyes for three seconds.

“Pecci saved the white half.”

“Pecci saved the white half on the eighteenth of August 1881. Seven days after my great-grandfather José Pereira begged him by letter from Perugia. The letter is in the ledger, page thirty-one. Pecci kept it. That is his way of signing his disobedience.”

Avigaïl, who had not spoken since they had reunited, raised her eyes from the ledger to the wall opposite.

She had seen something.

Through the dusty glass of the room, on the wall of the corridor running alongside the room, a shadow. Not a straight shadow. A shadow leaning slightly toward the door. The shadow of a man standing right beside the door of the inventory room, on the north side, against the wall, motionless, in a place where no archive staff member had any reason to be at eleven thirty-six in the morning.

Avigaïl tightened the strap of her neutral bag. She did not say it to Maria. She did not say it to Daniel.

She thought, in Hebrew, without saying it: kol mai de’avid Rakhmana letav avid (whatever the Merciful does, He does for the good). And if the shadow is in the corridor, that means it is not in the room, and the next thirty seconds will decide what we carry out of here.

She said, low, in Italian, for Maria’s benefit:

“Sister. The key to cabinet three-B. Quickly.”

Maria Battista looked at her. She understood in less than a second. She slid her hand into the deep pocket of her habit. She drew out a kraft envelope, smaller than Khachatour’s. She slipped into it a flat iron key with two uneven teeth — exactly the same craftsmanship as the one from the back courtyard of Najara Street. She added, into the envelope, a sheet of paper folded in four. Floor plan of cabinet III-B, level −3, access through the eastern corridor, mechanical lock combination to dial: 17-9-44.

Daniel read it. He understood the code immediately. 17 — the chapter number of Sotah where the verse of yod-hé sits. 9 — the gematria ketana of Léa. 44 — the year Carafa had been ordained, and the year Avigaïl’s grandmother, Hadassah, had come out of Belém. Three keys. One door.

Maria Battista closed the envelope. She set it in Avigaïl’s left palm, who closed it.

“I have to leave through the north door to meet Lombardi at eleven-thirty,” Maria said. “You leave through the east door. Level −3 by the eastern corridor. Fifteen minutes to reach the cabinet, two minutes to open it, ten minutes to do what needs to be done in there. If you take longer, that’s too much. If you take less, it means something is missing. Go.”

Daniel hesitated for a quarter of a second.

“Sister. The shadow in the corridor.”

“I know. I’m leaving by the north side. He’s on the south side. He’ll wait to take me when I cross the service door of the north corridor. He doesn’t know about you. He won’t know about level −3. Go. Quickly.”

Avigaïl took Maria’s hand — man-woman, contact forbidden; woman-woman, contact permitted, and the Sephardic halakha has confirmed it since the Maharitats. She squeezed. She said, in Hebrew:

“Hashem yishmerekh.” May Hashem watch over you.

“Hashem yishmerenou,” Maria corrected in Hebrew — May Hashem watch over us, in the plural, because Maria had learned to pray in the plural the way Hadassah Pereira had taught her in Belém in 1944, and because at this precise moment three women were praying together across the generations.

Maria Battista left through the north door.

Daniel and Avigaïl left through the east door.

At eleven thirty-eight, a muffled pop echoed in the north corridor. Just one. Not amplified. A nine-millimeter round fired through a foam-baffled silencer, at short range, into a stone wall, which absorbed eighty percent of the acoustic signature.

Daniel and Avigaïl, in the eastern corridor, heard it anyway.

Daniel stopped. Avigaïl gripped Daniel’s arm — through the fabric, not skin to skin, because she would not relinquish the halakha for so little — and she said in Hebrew, very low:

“Keep going.”

“Maria.”

“We can’t know without reaching cabinet three-B. Keep going.”

They kept going. Daniel felt, in the precise zone of his sternum where he had set down the yod and the hé the night before, a third element settling in beside them — a weight that had no name yet but that pressed. The weight of a sixty-four-year-old woman, Sephardi, Vatican archivist, descendant of marranos, whom there might not be time to mourn before evening — because they had fifteen minutes to reach cabinet three-B and death, in this story, did not ask the calendar’s permission.



At eleven forty-one, in the north corridor, the shooter retreated into the doorway of the service door.

He had not hit his target.

The bullet had passed through the doorframe Maria Battista had just crossed, and finished its run in the opposite wall, three centimeters above her shoulder. Maria had not run. Maria had crouched. Maria, daughter of marranos, descendant of a woman from Belém who had spent the year 1944 in a hideout under a staircase, knew how to crouch fast when the sound of danger had not yet reached the ear.

The shooter, a thirty-two-year-old man trained in Tehran in 2019, on assignment since April 2024 in the Sant’Apollinare house, did not fire a second round. His instructions were specific: one chance, not two. He stowed the weapon. He left by the north service stairs. He had done his part. Tabrizi would be furious. But Tabrizi would also be pragmatic. The target would come back into range. The Pereira family, in marrano history, has a habit of coming back into range.

The shooter, stepping out into the archive courtyard, passed a Japanese tourist reading her guidebook. She did not look at him. He did not look at her. He vanished into the crowd of Piazza Sant’Apollinare. At eleven forty-five, he was at a café six streets from the Vatican. At noon, he would transmit his report to Tehran.

Target not eliminated. Witness Battista alive. Witnesses Vidal and Cohen-Eichenbaum not sighted. Present in building. Probable access to cabinet III-B in progress.

In Tehran, Sayyid Reza Tabrizi, awakened by the algorithm alert, read the report at twelve-oh-five, Rome time. He dialed a number. He said, in Farsi, in a low voice, to someone who was not asleep either:

“Cabinet three-B. Level minus three. They are going down there. Activate cell two.”



At eleven fifty-one, Daniel and Avigaïl arrived at the entrance of the eastern corridor on level −3.

A man was waiting for them.

Not a man from the shooter’s cell. Not a man of Tabrizi’s. A man in Vatican security uniform, sixty years old, hands folded in front of him, neutral face.

He said, in Italian, without greeting:

“The Cardinal asked me to convey some information to you. He is not at eleven-thirty. He is at eleven thirty-two. And he is not where he said he would be.”

Daniel opened his mouth. Avigaïl laid her hand, through the sleeve of his jacket, on Daniel’s right wrist.

The Vatican security agent saw the gesture. He said nothing. He drew, from his inner pocket, another object. A small square of cardboard. He held it out to Daniel.

On the cardboard, written by hand, in Hebrew:

אם הם הגיעו עד פה זה כי הם יכולים להגיע עוד יותר רחוק. ב-12:08 בקבינט III-B. לא לפני, לא אחרי.

If they have come this far, it is because they can go further still. At twelve-oh-eight in cabinet III-B. Not before, not after.

Avigaïl looked at the man.

“Who gave you this.”

“A nun. Gray habit. Scarf with white dots. She told me her name was Maria. She was crying on her shoulder. Not much. She told me to wait for you here. She left after. She said she had an appointment with a cardinal and that she would be on time, because that is what daughters of marranos do.”

Daniel felt, in his sternum, the third weight transform.

He said, in French, to the man who did not understand French:

“Merci.”

The man did not answer, because he did not understand. He took half a step to the side. The corridor of level minus three opened before Daniel and Avigaïl. There remained, on Daniel’s mental clock, seventeen minutes.

Above them, at eleven fifty-two, Cardinal Pietro Lombardi was waiting for Maria Battista in an office that was no longer his Prefect’s office but a small lateral chapel on the second floor, moved at the last minute through a channel he no longer controlled, and he did not yet know that he himself, since October 2024, had been the unwitting instrument of a man named Sayyid Reza Tabrizi who slept in Tehran five hours before sunrise reached Rome.
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Chapter 13 — Twelve-Oh-Eight

Rome, Vatican Archives, sub-level minus three, eastern corridor → Cabinet III-B → Olive Court → corner of Borgo Pio — 16 Iyar 5786 (May 11, 2026), 11:52 → 12:18



The Vatican security agent who handed them the card had no name on his badge. He had a number. 7-12-3. Daniel would remember it for the rest of his life without knowing why.

“That number,” Avigail asked in Italian. “Who gave it to you.”

“My father. He inherited it from his. It is a family number, signora. It means nothing to the Vatican. It means something to those who know.”

“Pereira.”

“Pereira of Assisi. The branch that did not emigrate to Portugal in 1492. We stayed. We served. We have waited eight generations for someone to come and open Cabinet Three-B. Sister Maria sent word to my father last night that today was the day. My father called me at six-ten. I have been here since seven. I took the day off to wait for you.”

Daniel looked at the man. Sixty years old, hands folded in front, dark gray security suit, white hair clipped short, a gaze that had not wept in a long time but had not forgotten how either.

“Your first name.”

“Tobias. Tobias Pereira.”

“Tobias.”

Daniel turned to Avigail.

“Eleven fifty-two. Seventeen minutes.”

Tobias nodded. From the same inside pocket as the card he produced a second sheet folded in four. He unfolded it. It was a schematic. Not improvised. Old, photocopied, yellowed at the creases. A technical drawing of Cabinet III-B in elevation, front view, cutaway of the mechanism.

“The cabinet has no electronic lock. It has a mechanical lock built in 1881 by a Pereira clockmaker from Perugia, my great-uncle Eliyahu Pereira. The lock is wired to a clockwork movement that has never been rewound since 1881. It runs in full autonomy. It opens for sixty seconds a day, and it closes. No one in the Vatican knows. Cardinal Pecci had the cabinet built without an official blueprint. My great-uncle delivered the lock in a crate marked carpentry tools. The movement is beryllium bronze with a tolerance of eight seconds per century. It has opened at the same second for one hundred and forty-five years.”

“Which second,” Daniel said.

“Twelve hours, eight minutes, zero seconds. Rome time. Not Greenwich. Not Vatican. Rome mean solar time, calculated from the Quirinal Observatory in 1881. At that moment, in Rome, the May sun passes exactly above the latitude of Jerusalem. The calculation is my great-uncle’s, verifiable by sextant. Sister Maria had the drift recalculated at the Quirinal atomic clock laboratory in 2018. Today’s safety margin is plus or minus four seconds. At twelve-oh-eight you turn the key half a turn to the right. You wait two seconds. You turn it a quarter turn to the left. You pull. If you are early, the mechanism refuses. If you are late, it relocks for twenty-four hours.”

Avigail took the sheet. She memorized it in eight seconds. She handed it back.

“The combination. Seventeen, nine, forty-four.”

“That is the second lock. The first is the clock. The second is the numerical combination of an inner barrel. Pecci chose it in 1881 with my great-uncle. It has a meaning. You understood it?”

“Sotah (Talmudic tractate, Order of Women) seventeen. Lea (Leah, matriarch) nine. Forty-four.”

“The year of your grandmother’s furnace.”

Tobias looked at Avigail.

“Hadassah Pereira. Belém. 1944. She is a distant cousin of mine. My great-uncle chose forty-four out of prophetic calculation. He thought the next furnace would come at the start of the twentieth century. He missed by forty-four years. But the number held.”

Daniel felt, in his sternum, the fourth weight settle next to the other three. He had no time to name it.

“Let’s go,” Avigail said.

“Avigail, wait.”

Daniel placed his hand, through the sleeve, on Avigail’s right wrist.

“Maria.”

Tobias answered before Avigail could.

“Sister Maria is on her way to the Cardinal. I do not yet know whether she has arrived. I will know at twelve-ten from my father. If she does not arrive by twelve-ten, she will not arrive at all. But she knew. She wrote the note before she went up. She squeezed my right hand the way the Pereiras of Assisi squeeze. Three pressures, two silences, a third pressure. That is the signal my family has sent to one another for three centuries to say I may not return, but the work will continue. Go. Quickly.”

Tobias stepped aside. The eastern corridor opened in front of them. Daniel and Avigail walked.



At eleven fifty-five, Salvatore Lombardi was returning to the Café Sant’Angelo after his black coffee and his croissant.

He had done the work properly. He had taken the table near the window. He had checked his watch. He had read two articles in La Repubblica. At the fourteenth minute he had taken out his phone to check the time. At that exact instant his phone, without telling him, transmitted to Tehran the coordinate Café Sant’Angelo, Lungotevere Castello, stationary thirteen minutes forty seconds.

It might have been nothing. Salvatore Lombardi often took coffee at the Sant’Angelo. But this was the third time in four days he had stopped there at this exact hour. Tabrizi’s algorithm logged the routine break. It did not wake Tabrizi this time. Tabrizi had just hung up. He was reading the shooter’s report. But the algorithm transmitted, at eleven fifty-six, to the second cell now advancing along Via Borgo Pio:

Salvatore Lombardi unusually stationary. Check the vehicle. Estimated return to vehicle eleven sixty.

Cell two, two men on a Vespa, reached Via Borgo Pio at eleven fifty-eight. They saw the diplomatic Vatican car parked at the corner, no Salvatore. They saw Salvatore through the window of the Café Sant’Angelo, folding his paper, getting up. They calculated. They decided. The rear passenger of the scooter slipped, beneath the front right bumper of the diplomatic car, a flat object the size of a cigarette pack. It took him twelve seconds to glue it. The scooter pulled away toward Saint Peter’s Square.

The flat object was not a bomb. It was a second-generation tracker, manufactured in Tehran in 2025, transmitting at one-second intervals instead of thirty. Every future coordinate of Salvatore Lombardi, starting at noon, would be known in Tehran with one-meter accuracy.

Salvatore left the café. He got into the car. He looked at his watch. Eleven fifty-nine. He started the engine. He drove toward the south portico of the Archives. He did not know he was carrying a fourth invisible passenger.



At twelve sharp, Daniel and Avigail reached Cabinet III-B.

Sub-level minus three. Eastern corridor, second branch left, third door right. The door bore no plaque. A plain dark oak panel, Italian nineteenth century, no handle. On the right side, at chest height, a small copper plate screwed in. It bore, etched in acid, the inscription III-B. And below, in smaller letters, the signature E.P. 1881.

Eliyahu Pereira. 1881.

Daniel read the signature. He thought, against his will, of Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi (Yemeni reader of the parchment in 1881), who in the same year had read the Yemenite scroll in Tiberias. The same year. The same gesture, mirrored. In Tiberias a Yemenite had received the scroll. In Perugia a clockmaker had sealed the half-blessing into a lock. The two Eliyahus, the one who carried the name of Avigail’s grandfather, the one who carried the name of Israel’s prophetic guardian, had worked a thousand kilometers apart, unknown to each other, in 1881, on the same task.

Daniel did not pray. He still did not know how. But he thought, inwardly, in a language that was neither French nor Hebrew: you knew. You prepared. And we are arriving at twelve-oh-eight.

Avigail had taken the flat iron key from the envelope. She held it in her right hand. She waited.

At twelve-oh-seven fifty-two, she inserted it into the lock.

At twelve-oh-eight zero seconds, exactly, she turned half a turn to the right.

They heard, through the thickness of the wood, a very fine click. The sound of a clockwork movement waking for the fifty-two thousand nine hundred twenty-fifth time in one hundred and forty-five years, about to release what it had kept for half a day.

Avigail waited two seconds. She counted under her breath in Hebrew, akhat, shtaim (one, two). She turned a quarter turn to the left.

She pulled.

The panel swung open.

Inside Cabinet III-B, on a polished walnut shelf, set side by side with no apparent order, three objects.



The first was an envelope of ivory rag paper, sealed with blood-red wax, stamped with the papal seal of Leo XIII. Not Pecci before his election. Leo XIII after, which dated the envelope to February 1878 or later. On the envelope, in brown ink, two words in Italian, written in a steady hand that Daniel recognized as the same hand that had written the entry in the inventory ledger.

Per Israele.

For Israel.

Avigail took it. She did not break the seal. She slid it into the inside pocket of her neutral jacket, against the tallit (prayer shawl) of Yossef Vidal zatsal (of blessed memory) which contained the eleven-pointed medal.

The second object was a fragment of goat skin, folded in eight, white outside, white inside. No colored fiber. No visible character. Twenty centimeters by fifteen folded. Probably forty by thirty unfolded. Daniel took it. He raised it to face height. He turned it over. He felt, beneath his fingers, through the thickness of the fold, a roughness almost imperceptible. The roughness of an invisible ink applied with a reed kalam (writing reed), dried, become undetectable to the eye without the right reagent.

“The half-blessing,” Avigail said.

“The half-blessing.”

Daniel refolded it with the delicacy of a man who has seen, for twelve years, what is done to documents one is not taught to handle.

The third object was smaller. An olivewood box, six centimeters by four. Daniel opened it. Inside, on a black silk cushion, a bronze cylinder the size of a hazelnut. At one end, an engraved digit: 14. At the other end, a very fine groove into which something not in the box was clearly meant to fit.

Avigail bent forward. She paled by a quarter shade. She said in Hebrew, low.

“Hu ha-revi’i.”

“The fourth?”

“The fourth element. Daniel, reading the parchment of accusation requires a chemical reagent to bring out the twenty-eight lines. In operative Kabbalah, the ink of accusation is called dyo ha-din (ink of judgment). It is composed of carbon black and pure animal gall. The ink of blessing is called dyo ha-rakhamim (ink of mercy). It is composed of white lead, honey, and grape vinegar. To reveal it you need a solvent. A melekh (king, here: master-solvent). And the solvent must be applied with a precise kli (vessel, instrument). This cylinder is the kli. It is an applicator. Its number is fourteen.”

“Fourteen.”

“The fourteenth scribe. The fourteenth bearer. And the instrument of the fourteenth that my grandfather Yaakov Eichenbaum zatsal fabricated between 1973 and 1979 for this mission. It is here. It was waiting for us. The solvent is missing. The solvent is elsewhere.”

“Lisbon.”

“Lisbon.”

They stood a second without speaking. Daniel closed the olivewood box. He slipped it into his own inside pocket, against the false diplomatic passport he had been carrying since six in the morning.

At twelve-oh-nine fifty seconds, Eliyahu Pereira’s clockwork movement began its fine clicking again, in reverse, and the lock relocked for twenty-four hours.

At twelve-ten, Cabinet III-B was again what it had been at midnight the night before. Apparently empty, apparently forgotten, apparently out of service since 1881.

But its three objects were out.



At twelve-eleven twenty-five seconds, Tobias Pereira received a call from his father on his private phone.

He listened. He said nothing. He shut his eyes for three seconds. He opened them. He hung up. From his inside pocket he took, for the third time that morning, an object. A small navy-blue booklet, passport-sized, with no exterior marking. He walked at measured steps toward the eastern corridor.

Daniel and Avigail were coming up. They saw him approaching. They stopped.

“Maria,” Avigail said before Tobias could speak.

“Sister Maria reached the side chapel on the second floor at twelve-oh-five,” Tobias said in Italian, with the slowness of a man making an official report for eternity rather than for two people in a hurry. “She spoke with Cardinal Lombardi for two minutes and forty seconds. She handed him an envelope. My father does not know which one. She left the chapel at twelve-oh-seven forty. She took the northeast service stairs. She reached the Olive Court at twelve-oh-nine. She walked toward the perimeter gate. At twelve-oh-nine twenty seconds, in the Olive Court, ten meters from the perimeter gate, a man was waiting for her. He wore a cleaning uniform. He did not speak. He shook Sister Maria’s right hand. He set the tip of a syringe in the inside crease of her elbow. He withdrew the syringe. He left through the south exit. Sister Maria walked seven meters. She sat down on the stone bench by the central well. She closed her eyes. My father found her at twelve-ten fifty. She was still breathing. She died in his arms at twelve-eleven twenty. She had time to say two words to my father.”

Tobias opened the small navy booklet. He read, low, in Italian.

“Va bene.”

“It’s all right,” Daniel translated under his breath in Hebrew for Avigail, even though Avigail understood Italian.

“Va bene,” Tobias repeated. “That is all she said. But my father understood. Va bene in standard Italian means it’s all right. In the family Ladino of the Pereiras of Assisi, the same words mean I have arrived at my destination. It is the formula the marrano Pereiras use when one of them dies on a mission. She learned the formula at age ten. She used it at age sixty-four. That is all I know.”

Avigail turned to the wall.

She did not weep. She leaned, forehead against the cold stone of the eastern corridor. She stayed ten seconds. Then she straightened. She said, in Hebrew, very low, looking at no one.

“Barukh dayan ha-emet” (Blessed is the true Judge).

Daniel answered in Hebrew, very low, because that is what one answers, and he had learned it from his father Yossef Vidal zatsal without wanting to learn it.

“Barukh dayan ha-emet.”

It was the first time he had said the phrase since his father’s death in 2018. He did not notice. Avigail noticed. She did not say.

Tobias bowed his head. He spoke in Italian.

“My father is with her. He will do what is needed. You leave through the northeast door. Salvatore Lombardi is waiting for you in the diplomatic car at the corner of Borgo Pio at twelve-fifteen. He does not know Sister Maria is dead. You will tell him in the car. Gently. He is twenty-six years old. He will not recover in five minutes.”

“Tobias,” Daniel said.

“Yes.”

“And you stay.”

“I stay. My father is waiting for me. Sister Maria is my seventh-degree cousin. And I am the one who has to go and prepare her burial with my father, because there is no one else in the family in Rome who knows. You leave for Lisbon. You leave tonight. My father reserved, at six-oh-five this morning, two seats on TAP flight seven hundred thirty-two, departing Fiumicino at eighteen forty, landing in Lisbon at twenty fifty. Under the names of Israeli cultural attaché and associated Jewish archivist. You will find the tickets at Fiumicino, TAP counter, deposited in your name at the diplomatic affairs desk. You will tell the third Pereira in Lisbon that I sent you. His name is Yaakov Pereira. He is an antiques dealer. He is forty-six. He lives in Alfama. He has been waiting for you for five minutes, since my father called him.”

“Five minutes?”

“My father called Yaakov in Lisbon at twelve-eleven, the moment he heard Sister Maria draw her last breath. He transmitted three words: Va bene, partono. They have arrived, they are leaving. It is the Pereira relay formula. Yaakov understood. He is waiting.”

Daniel looked at Tobias. He spoke in French, knowing Tobias would not understand, but it was the only language in which he could say what he had to say.

“You were ready for one hundred and forty-five years.”

Tobias, who had not learned French but had learned to recognize the gravity of a language he did not understand, nodded once.

“Andate.”

Go.



At twelve-fifteen, Daniel and Avigail got into Salvatore Lombardi’s diplomatic car at the corner of Via Borgo Pio.

Salvatore turned the key. The engine started. He looked at Daniel in the rearview mirror. He spoke in Italian, with the voice of a twenty-six-year-old man who has not yet lost anyone.

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

“Part,” Daniel said in Italian. “Salvatore. I have to tell you something before we drive.”

“About my uncle?”

“No. About Sister Maria.”

Salvatore froze, hand on the gear lever.

He did not ask. He looked at Daniel in the mirror. He had, at that exact instant, the same expression his uncle had worn on May 8 at thirteen twenty-two in the basement, before Carafa’s body. The expression of a man who knows, before he is told, what he is about to be told.

Avigail placed her right hand, through the sleeve of her jacket, on Salvatore’s shoulder. Man-to-woman, contact through thick fabric is muttar (permitted) according to the Maharitats, and even Yossef Vidal zatsal’s strict halakha would not have begrudged it at a moment like this. She spoke in Italian, low.

“Sister Maria died at twelve-eleven twenty. In the Olive Court. Tabrizi sent a man. She had time to say two words to Tobias Pereira.”

“Tobias Pereira is here?”

“Tobias is the Vatican security agent who handed me the note earlier. He is your cousin on your mother’s side. He never told you, because he had received, like me, instructions to say nothing to you until today. Salvatore. Drive to Fiumicino. We will talk in the car. Drive.”

Salvatore Lombardi shifted into first. He drove. He wept without weeping, which is how twenty-six-year-old Roman boys who were raised by an uncle and a mother weep, on the morning when they understand for the first time that both halves of their education had always told the truth. Each its own half.

At twelve-eighteen, Salvatore Lombardi’s diplomatic Vatican car left the precinct of Vatican City through the Sant’Anna gate, carrying two Israelis, a Pereira cousin who did not know it, a fragment of goat skin wrapping an invisible blessing, an envelope sealed by Leo XIII himself, and a bronze applicator engraved with the number fourteen.

And, beneath the front right bumper, a Tehran tracker transmitting, every second, the precise position of the car to a man who had not slept since five past noon.
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Chapter 14 — Va-adayin yotsé mi-Romi

Rome → Termini → Fiumicino → Lisbon → Alfama — 16 Iyar 5786 (May 11, 2026), 12:18 → 23:30



At twelve twenty-one, on the Sant’Angelo bridge, Avigaïl found the tracker.

She did not look for it with her hands. She did not pull out a detector. She used her service phone — a Samsung S25 modified by Tevel division’s technical workshop, which let her, by sliding three fingers down from the top of the home screen, activate a passive radio-frequency sweep on the 868 MHz, 915 MHz and 2.4 GHz bands. The sweep took seven seconds. It displayed, overlaid on the screen, a heat map of active radio sources within twenty meters.

At twelve twenty-two, Avigaïl’s screen showed a red dot one meter ten below the driver’s seat, slightly to the right. 868 MHz band, signal modulated at one-second intervals, transmission power around two hundred milliwatts. Not jamming. Not consumer hardware. A professional cellular tracker — an object designed to transmit one coordinate per second to a foreign server, powered by a lithium-ion button battery that lasts six weeks.

Avigaïl looked at Daniel in the rearview mirror — Daniel had taken the back seat, Avigaïl up front beside Salvatore. She set the phone flat on the dashboard, screen turned toward Daniel, without saying a word. Daniel read the heat map. He understood in two seconds.

He said, in French, very low:

“Under us. Front right bumper, probably.”

Avigaïl blinked twice. Acknowledgment.

Salvatore, who was driving, who didn’t understand French, who had just learned in the same car that his seventh-degree cousin had died an hour earlier, looked at Avigaïl, then at Daniel.

“What are you talking about?”

Avigaïl answered, in Italian, with a measured gentleness Yossef Vidal zatsal would have recognized as the gentleness before the tearing:

“Salvatore. Someone planted a tracker under your car. I can see it. It’s transmitting right now to a server in Tehran. Someone in Tehran knows, to the second, that we are on the Sant’Angelo bridge.”

Salvatore braked on instinct. The car stalled in the middle of the bridge. A Vespa behind them honked. Another Vespa overtook and gave a finger. Salvatore got control back. He started again. He said, without looking at Avigaïl:

“My uncle knew?”

“Your uncle didn’t know. The leak is on your phone. Since April 2023. Twenty-five months. Tabrizi, in Tehran, has been tracking your GPS coordinates every thirty seconds for two years. He knows where you eat. He knows where you go for your Sunday morning run. He knows what time you come home to your mother in the evening. And this morning, he knew you took us to cabinet three-B.”

Salvatore drove in silence for two blocks. When he reached the level of the Largo dei Lombardi, he said in Italian:

“My mother told me my phone was strange. Three times in two years. The first time in 2023, because the battery would heat up when I wasn’t using it. I didn’t listen. The second time in 2024, because she’d noticed I was showing up on Find My iPhone even when the phone was off. I didn’t listen. The third time was last night, because my uncle had asked me why I’d stayed eight minutes at the Borgo Pio crossing on Tuesday when I’d told him I was at my sister’s house. I didn’t know what to answer. I didn’t listen. Today I’ll listen.”

Avigaïl said nothing. She let Salvatore’s Italian, which was the Italian of a twenty-six-year-old becoming a twenty-six-year-old man in the span of a single block, hang in the car for thirty seconds.

Then she said, in Italian:

“We don’t touch the tracker. Not yet. We use it. For now, Tabrizi believes you’re driving us to the airport. Let him believe that. At Termini, we change cars. You keep the diplomatic car. You drive around Rome for six hours. You transmit misleading coordinates until midnight. By the time Tabrizi understands you never left Rome, we’ll have been in Lisbon for hours.”

“Lisbon.”

“Lisbon.”

Salvatore nodded. He turned toward Termini station. At twelve thirty-eight, he dropped Daniel and Avigaïl on the northwest side of the station, at the corner of Via Marsala and Via Marghera, exactly where, twenty minutes earlier, Yaakov Eichenbaum had parked a slate-gray Renault Clio with Roma plates, 2023 model, clean, empty, full, ready.



They didn’t get out right away.

Avigaïl, from the passenger seat, said in Italian to Salvatore:

“Tobias Pereira is your cousin on your mother’s side. Seventh degree. He’s from the Assisi branch that didn’t emigrate to Portugal in 1492. You didn’t know because your family broke contact with them in 1958, when your grandfather Lombardi forbade your grandmother to associate with marranos — he thought it was dangerous for his Vatican career. It’s your grandmother who should have told you before she died last year. She didn’t, because she didn’t know how to start. Tobias learned this morning from his father. He’ll think of you when he prepares Maria’s funeral.”

Salvatore didn’t answer. He looked straight ahead. His right cheek twitched once, without a tear. He said, in Italian, after fifteen seconds:

“All my family Catholic. All my schooling with the Salesians. All my upbringing in my cardinal uncle’s house. And I’m Pereira. I’m Pereira through my mother whom I didn’t listen to three times.”

“You’re Pereira through your mother who didn’t know how to tell you. It’s not the same thing. Don’t blame her.”

“I won’t blame her.”

Daniel, from the back seat, set his hand, through the sleeve of the jacket, on Salvatore’s right shoulder. Man-man, contact permitted without fabric. But Daniel chose the fabric, because that was the only halakhic way to signify presence without engaging full brotherhood — and Salvatore, at this exact moment, needed a brotherhood that wouldn’t yet push him to choose.

“Salvatore. You’re stepping into something you didn’t ask for. Nobody has the right to ask you what you’re going to do with it. You’ll decide in ten years. Not this morning. For now, you drive the diplomatic car around. You go to Trastevere, you come back, you go to Saint Peter’s, you come back. You keep the phone in the car. At midnight, you put the phone in the trunk, you walk home to your mother, and you tell your mother you know. She’ll know what to do.”

Salvatore nodded. Daniel and Avigaïl got out of the diplomatic car. They took their bag. They walked ten meters to the Renault Clio. They got in — Avigaïl driving. Daniel beside her.

At twelve forty-five, the Clio pulled away toward the northern ring road, heading for Fiumicino, with no tracker, no Vatican badge, no transmitted coordinate.

And Salvatore Lombardi’s diplomatic car, tracked in real time by a Tehran server, drove off in the opposite direction — toward Trastevere, the Janiculum, and the long decoy loop that would occupy Tabrizi until the next morning.



At fourteen-ten, Daniel spoke for the first time since leaving Termini.

“Avigaïl. The eighteenth line.”

“What.”

“Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya wrote it for me. But he also wrote it for the country. For the country that, in May 2026, is voting laws to empty the Yeshivot. For the country that wants the tree of life to become a tree like any other. Have you thought about it?”

“I’ve been thinking about it since six last night.”

“And?”

“And I think the eighteenth line doesn’t accuse the country. It accuses the country’s forgetting. And forgetting isn’t something you punish, Daniel — forgetting is something you remind. The parchment isn’t an indictment. It’s an act of memory. When my grandfather Eichenbaum zatsal would say kaddish for the six million, he wasn’t accusing them of being dead. He was remembering them. Yaakov ben Yossef reminds the country of what the country has forgotten. That’s different.”

Daniel stayed silent for three kilometers.

Then he said:

“My father told me, at six years old, when he was making me learn the birkat ha-shahar, that the Torah is a rope stretched between two generations. If you let go of the rope in the middle, both generations fall. Not just the next one. The previous one too. He’d say: Daniel, you don’t have the right to let go for yourself alone. If you let go, you make your grandfather fall — the one who’s already dead. At twelve I found that unbearable. At nineteen I let go out of revenge. At thirty-five I understand my father was right. I’m pulling Yossef Vidal zatsal down — and he died seven years ago. And I knew before I knew.”

Avigaïl didn’t answer right away. She drove. The ring road rolled past at one hundred ten kilometers per hour. They overtook a truck marked Frutas de Almería — oranges traveling from Spain to Rome, crossing the same road as them but in the opposite direction, at a different rhythm, for a different reason.

She said, after two kilometers:

“Daniel. You’re not going to take the rope back alone. You’re going to take it back yakhdav. You told me yesterday morning on the plane that the yod and the hé of the couple make the Name above us. The yod and the hé are also the rope of the Torah that the two of you are pulling. I pull one side. You pull the other. Your father doesn’t fall if there’s an ox holding him. The ox holding him is the two of us together.”

Daniel didn’t answer. He looked out the window. At the level of the Fiumicino-Cargo exit, he said in Hebrew, very low:

“Yakhdav.”

And it was the third time in two days he had said the word out loud, and the first time he had said it without being asked.



At sixteen-oh-five, they arrived at the Aerei Gallarate private airfield, ten kilometers north of Fiumicino, on the service road running along the Tyrrhenian coast.

Yves Mardochée was waiting for them on the tarmac with the Eichenbaum Foundation’s Cessna Citation X. The same one as the day before. Yves wore his cap, with his black kippah underneath, and this morning he had changed shirts — navy blue instead of white — because the Eichenbaum Foundation’s superstitious pilots changed shirts on days when they knew they would be carrying a parchment more than a thousand years old, and Yves Mardochée had been superstitious since 1992 when he flew Marignane–Tunis with Manou Aboab on board.

He said, in French:

“Four hours and five minutes flight. Rome–Lisbon direct. Wheels up in twelve minutes. Sister Maria was buried at fifteen-thirty at the Verano cemetery. Her father said the kaddish, in Italian. My father was there. My father wants me to tell you he heard him cry for the first time since 1979. Get in.”

Daniel and Avigaïl boarded. The door sealed. At sixteen-seventeen, the Cessna left Gallarate’s runway heading southwest, gained altitude over the Tyrrhenian Sea, and set course for Lisbon. Four hours of flight. No turbulence forecast. No flight plan published on Flightradar24, because in May 2026, private jets chartered by the Eichenbaum Foundation had Israeli DGAC authorization to mask their ADS-B signature on certain Mediterranean corridors.

Daniel sat on the right. Avigaïl on the left. Facing each other. The same configuration as yesterday morning, at nine thousand meters over Larnaca. But this morning had become yesterday morning, and yesterday morning had become another time, and Daniel felt, in his sternum, that the weight that had settled there in four successive layers in less than thirty-six hours was now a single thing without layers but with density.

He pulled, from the inner pocket of his jacket, the olivewood box that held the bronze applicator engraved with the number fourteen. He set it on the folded tray table beside him. He opened the box. He looked at the bronze cylinder for thirty seconds. He closed the box.

Avigaïl watched him without speaking.

He said, in French:

“Va-adayin yotsé mi-Romi.”

“What.”

“Pessa’him one hundred nineteen-A says va-adayin mounah be-Romi — and is still placed in Rome to this day. This morning at twelve-oh-eight, we inverted the verse. We took what had been placed in Rome since 1881 and we made it leave. Ve-adayin yotsé mi-Romi. It is still leaving Rome to this day. But it leaves by the hand of two scribe-bearers, not by a general’s pickaxe. It’s the first time in one thousand nine hundred fifty-six years that something belonging to Israel comes out alive from the Vatican Archives. Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya gave us this sentence. It’s our verse, for today.”

Avigaïl repeated, in Hebrew, very low:

“Va-adayin yotsé mi-Romi.”

“Va-adayin yotsé mi-Romi.”

Yves Mardochée, in the cockpit, did not hear the sentence. But he heard the silence that followed it, and that wasn’t an ordinary silence — it was the silence of Eichenbaum Foundation private jet rear cabins when something had just been said that wouldn’t be said again.



At twenty-one forty-five local time, the Cessna touched the runway of Lisbon’s Humberto Delgado airport.

Not the commercial terminal. The general aviation terminal, east of the main runway. Customs clearance for private jets arriving from Israel was an eight-minute formality — the Eichenbaum Foundation had obtained, in 2017, an agreement with Portuguese authorities allowing passengers with Israeli diplomatic passports to disembark without visa.

At twenty-two fifteen, Daniel and Avigaïl were in a black taxi on the A36, headed for Alfama.

The driver, a fifty-three-year-old Cape Verdean, asked no questions. He dropped them, at twenty-two forty-two, at the corner of rua dos Remédios and rua das Escolas Gerais, in the lower part of the Alfama quarter. Avigaïl paid in euros, cash. The taxi pulled away.

They walked. One hundred twenty-three steps in narrow alleys of uneven cobblestone, climbing in zigzag between facades covered in blue-and-white azulejos. At exactly one hundred twenty-three steps, they arrived at a narrow door of dark wood, with no plaque, no visible number. To the left of the doorframe, at chest height, a Star of David hand-carved into the stone, fine, almost effaced by time. A six-pointed star with one point missing.

Avigaïl touched it with the pad of her right index finger.

The door opened before she could knock.

Yaakov Pereira stood in the threshold. Forty-six years old. Shaved head. Very pale blue eyes. Cream linen shirt, loose-cut. Beige cotton trousers. Barefoot in the shop. He said, in Hebrew, without greeting:

“Brouhim ha-baïm. Tobias called me at twelve-oh-eleven. I have been waiting ten hours and thirty-one minutes.”

Daniel answered, in Hebrew:

“Va-adayin yotsé mi-Romi.”

Yaakov Pereira had, at that exact moment, the expression Lombardi had had at twelve-fourteen in cabinet three-B. The same expression to within a quarter-millimeter. The quarter-millimeter of marranos recognizing each other.

He said:

“Ve-yatso. Come in.”

He closed the door behind them.

The antiques in the shop were in fact a scribe’s cellar disguised as a tourist antiques shop. At the back, behind a curtain of dark red velvet, a stone staircase descended. Yaakov led them down. Thirty-two steps. Daniel counted them. Avigaïl too.

Below, a vaulted room five meters by four, lit by three candles set on a polished walnut table. On the table, one object only: a flask of rock crystal, sealed with blood-red wax, stamped with the same seal as the Leo XIII envelope Daniel carried in his pocket.

“The solvent,” Yaakov said. “My great-grandfather, brother of the watchmaker Eliahou Pereira of Perugia, made it in 1881 and sealed it in this cellar on the night of the eighteenth of Av. It hasn’t been opened since. My father didn’t touch it. His father didn’t either. No one in the Pereira lineage of Alfama ever dared break the seal because the seal is broken only once, and you don’t break a one-thousand-nine-hundred-forty-five-year seal for nothing. We were waiting for the fourteenth scribe. We were waiting for the fourteenth bearer. You are here.”

Daniel pulled the olivewood box from his pocket. He opened it. He took out the bronze applicator engraved with the number fourteen. He inserted it, through the very fine groove, into a matching notch at the top of the rock-crystal flask. The applicator went in with a fine click, exactly like Eliahou Pereira’s key in the cabinet III-B lock six hours earlier.

Avigaïl pulled from her pocket the white kid’s-hide fragment, folded in eight. She opened it on the table, beside the flask. Forty centimeters by thirty. Not a single visible letter.

Yaakov Pereira closed his eyes. He said, in Hebrew:

“May Hashem be with what reveals itself tonight in this Alfama cellar. May the names that appear be read with the measure of a scribe and the patience of a bearer. May the eleventh point close. And may the twenty-eighth line, when it comes, be the beginning of a teshuvah and not the end of an indictment.”

He opened his eyes. He said, low:

“Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. Avigaïl bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. Break the seal.”

At twenty-three twenty-two, in an Alfama cellar no tourist suspected beneath an antiques shop, Daniel and Avigaïl set together the pads of their right index fingers on the blood-red wax seal of the rock-crystal flask.

The seal broke with a very fine sound, that resembled nothing Daniel or Avigaïl had ever heard, because no nineteen-hundred-forty-five-year-old wax seal had ever been broken in front of them until this minute.

And outside, one hundred meters southwest of rua do Salvador, at the corner of rua de São Tomé, a man in a dark suit, who had been smoking an electronic cigarette without hurry since twenty-three-ten, saw the oil lamp light up for the first time since 1881 in the Pereira cellar.

He picked up his phone. He dialed a number that began with +98 — the country code of the Islamic Republic of Iran. He said, in Farsi, very low:

“They’re in Alfama. They’ve broken the seal. Cell three has fifteen minutes to go in.”
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Chapter 15 — The Eleventh Point

Pereira cellar, Alfama, Lisbon → Marrano tunnel → abandoned Jewish cemetery → Mouraria — 17 Iyar 5786 (night of May 11 to 12, 2026), 23:22 → 04:30



At twenty-three twenty-three, in the cellar beneath Alfama, the seal of blood-red wax that had not been broken since the eighteenth of Av in the year five thousand six hundred and forty-one of the Hebrew calendar, that summer when Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi read for the first time, in Sanaa, the scroll of Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya, finished crumbling onto the polished walnut table.

Yaakov Pereira did not gather the fragments.

He said, in Hebrew, very low:

— Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. You will pour. Avigail bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. You will hold the fragment. Not in your fingers. Under your left palm, flat on the table. I will light.

Daniel took the rock crystal flask between thumb and forefinger of his right hand, the way a man holds a test tube without warming it. He felt the pad of his finger meet the surface of the crystal and he thought, for the space of one second, of his father’s hand — Yossef Vidal zatsal (of blessed memory) — which in Casablanca, in nineteen ninety-two, had shown him how to hold a kos (the ritual cup of wine) for Kiddush (the sanctification said at the start of Shabbat) without letting the sweat of the finger tremble the light on the wine.

He said, in French, without looking at Avigail:

— My hand is shaking.

Avigail answered, in French, without looking at him:

— Mine too. That’s a good sign. Hands that don’t shake are not the hands of scribes. Pour.

He poured.

The solvent was not a liquid. For the eyes, it was a liquid. For the goatskin that received it, it was a reading. Three drops fell onto the white fragment, forty centimeters under Daniel’s eye, and where the drops touched, the skin did not absorb. It remembered.

First, nothing. Thirty seconds of nothing. Yaakov Pereira held the central candle exactly eighteen centimeters above the fragment, measuring the distance with his folded left thumb like a carpenter’s square. His hand did not move. Forty-six years as an antiquarian in Alfama, six generations of seal-keepers before him, eighteen years of apprenticeship under his grandfather José Pereira, dead in two thousand eleven — his hand knew which distance did not burn the kidskin and called the ink up.

At twenty-three twenty-five, the fragment began to speak.

Not the way a printed page speaks. The way a windowpane speaks when you breathe on it from the wrong side. First a single letter. A yod, to the right, at the top. Then a heh, immediately to the left of the yod. Then everything else, in columns — two columns, separated by a furrow of paler kidskin, as if the author of the scroll, in the first century, had let the middle breathe so the two sides would not touch.

Daniel said, in Hebrew, without meaning to:

— Shtei amudim.

Two columns.

Avigail laid the pad of her left palm on the upper right corner of the fragment, exactly as Yaakov had told her, and did not move. She knew, from her Tevel training, that any piece of ancient leather, exposed to a solvent that warms it, will curl toward the center unless held at four corners. She wanted to lay her right hand too, on the lower left corner. But Daniel held the flask in his right, and she could not bring her right hand within five centimeters of his left, and five centimeters is not a halakhic distance. So she held with one hand and tightened her jaw.

Yaakov Pereira read aloud, in Hebrew, the first line of the right column:

— Edom — am ha-shor she-batsa et ha-mo’ed.

The nation of the ox that broke the appointed time.

Then he read the first line of the left column:

— Edom — be-yom asher ya’akor ish ehad mei-Edom mi-zar’o eiropi et ha-emet, yetashlam ha-shor be-koach makom akhat.

On the day when one man from Edom, from its European seed, uproots the truth, the ox shall be entirely reinstalled.

Daniel stopped breathing.

He said, in French, almost inaudible:

— Avigail. The second column is a list of righteous ones. One per nation. One alone.

Avigail did not turn her head. She did not move her left hand. She said, in French:

— Keep going. Read. Don’t stop. If you stop, the ink closes.

Yaakov Pereira pressed on, faster, because he sensed in the brittle resistance of the wax crumbs on the table that the time the solvent allowed was not unlimited.

— Yishma’el — am ha-sus she-rats. Ish ehad mi-zar’o asher yashuv el ha-shor ha-rishon yifkod et yom ha-akedah.

The nation of the horse that ran. One man from its seed who returns to the first ox shall convene the day of the Binding.

Avigail said, looking at no one:

— Mahmoud Khalil. Twelfth generation from Banu Qaynuqa. Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya named Mahmoud Khalil one thousand nine hundred fifty-six years ago.

Daniel set the flask down. He straightened by three centimeters. The pain in his sternum, which since Rome had no longer been a pain but a density, became, for half a second, a translucent thing. He thought: if my father Yossef Vidal zatsal were alive, he would weep in this cellar. And he would say that the cellar of Alfama is a Beit haKnesset (a gathering house, the Sephardic term for what others call a synagogue) that the Pereira family has never ceased to maintain, because one yes in one cellar holds the world upright.

He said, in Hebrew:

— Yaakov Pereira. The eleventh.

Yaakov nodded. He drew from under his unbleached linen shirt, by a black leather cord weathered through one hundred forty-five years, a medallion of reddened copper. Diameter four and a half centimeters. Eleven points — ten whole, one truncated. The eleventh point, at south-southeast of the circumference, was cut clean off, as if a missing index finger had pushed the file a stroke too far.

He laid the medallion on the table, eighteen centimeters south of the kidskin fragment, exactly the distance at which the central candle did not touch metal.

He said, in Hebrew, and his voice changed — it took on the low grain of the Alfama Marranos when they name what is not named in ordinary life:

— Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi, son of Eliyahu ha-Shabazi, descendant of Yossef ha-Shabazi of Sanaa, reader of the scroll of Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya in the year five thousand six hundred forty-one, slayer of the fifteenth scribe in the year five thousand six hundred fifty-three, bearer of the truncated eleventh point until the day of his death in the year five thousand six hundred eighty-one — I speak your name in this cellar of Alfama because your teshuvah (your repentance) was never spoken aloud, and cannot be spoken except by a mouth that is not of your blood.

— I am not of your blood. I am Pereira of Alfama. My line broke from yours in the fifth century when my fathers took the sea and yours stayed in Sanaa. But the scroll that burned you in eighteen ninety-three and the one being written before our eyes tonight are from the same quill. So I say for you what you could not say for yourself: baruch atah Hashem rofeh kol basar — blessed are You, the Healer of all flesh.

He bent slowly toward the medallion. Not toward the metal — toward the name the metal carried.

Avigail had closed her eyes. Daniel saw, looking at her sideways, two tears that left her eyes without a blink. They slid down her right cheek and she did not wipe them, because her left hand still held the corner of the fragment, and her right hand was frozen by five centimeters of halakhah.

She said, in Hebrew, eyes shut:

— Yaakov Pereira. How do you know the full name of Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi.

— My grandmother, Esther bat Yossef Pereira, made me learn it by heart when I was six. She told me that one day I would have to say it aloud in this cellar, before two people who did not know why they had come to Alfama. She died in two thousand two. You are the two people. Tonight.

— And the eleventh point.

— Mordechai gave it to my great-grandfather, Manuel Pereira the first, his study companion at Tiberias in eighteen eighty-six. He told him: keep it in the Alfama cellar. The day someone comes and says to you va-adayin yotse mi-Romi — still it comes out of Rome — give it to him. Not before. Not after. And give it with my name spoken aloud, because I did not have the strength to speak my own name before a beit din (a rabbinical court). My great-grandfather gave it to my grandfather. My grandfather to my father. My father to me. I to you, tonight, twenty-eight minutes before midnight.

Daniel took the medallion. He did not weigh it. He placed it in the inside left pocket of his jacket, against his sternum. The sternum stopped beating like a sternum. It beat like a name.

At twenty-three forty-two, Cell Three entered the rua do Salvador.



The sound did not come through the shop door. It came through the ceiling.

Four steps above. Slow steps. Not amateurs. Not one slap of leather on the floor — foam-soled boots, new, picked up the day before in Madrid in transit from Tehran. Yaakov Pereira raised his right hand to the height of his left ear, palm turned toward the table. A Marrano gesture from the seventeenth century, which meant be silent without moving.

At the same second, a door opened at the back of the cellar, without creaking.

Manuel Pereira the second, seventy-eight years old, Yaakov’s father, stood in the threshold. Gray canvas trousers. White shirt buttoned to the collar. No visible kippah (the head covering worn by Jewish men) — a black Sephardic barret, barely perceptible in the candlelight. In his left hand, a ring of nine keys. In his right, a worn prayer book, open to the page of ma’ariv (the evening prayer).

He said, in Portuguese, very low:

— Quatro. A subir da praça. Célula três do Tabrizi. Quinze minutos atrasados.

Four of them. Coming up from the square. Tabrizi’s Cell Three. Fifteen minutes late.

Yaakov Pereira did not answer. With a sharp, learned motion, he poured the remainder of the solvent over the kidskin fragment. The fragment drank. The ink finished surfacing, down through the twenty-seventh line. The twenty-eighth stayed empty — a furrow of pale flesh, smooth, no letter.

Daniel understood. He said, in French, without raising his voice:

— It isn’t empty. It’s waiting. It will wait until Pesach (Passover). It will wait for whoever completes it. That’s us. We will write the twenty-eighth.

Avigail folded the fragment, already dry, into eighths. She slid it, through the inside flap of the left collar of her shirt, into the flat pocket sewn in June two thousand twenty-four by her mother, Hadassah Cohen, who had never asked her daughter what the pocket was for but who had cut it saying one never knows, my daughter.

Manuel laid the ring on the walnut table. One key came out of it, slowly, like a hand that knows. A bronze key twelve centimeters long, flat, engraved with a peh on the right and a resh on the left. He inserted it into a hidden slot under the north edge of the table and turned twice to the left.

The west wall of the cellar dropped.

Not a wall. A smooth granite partition sixty centimeters thick, mounted on a fifteenth-century counterweight mechanism designed in fourteen ninety-three by the Marrano carpenters Pereira and Mendes, who carved beneath Alfama the tunnel connecting the quarter to the Jewish cemetery of Mata da Maina, twenty-two meters southwest, beneath the slope of Santo Estêvão.

The partition descended in three seconds. Without sound. The counterweight was a nine-hundred-kilo block of lead suspended in a dry well, balanced by a chain forged at Tomar in fourteen ninety-four that had not rusted because the Pereiras oiled it with cedar of Lebanon oil, twice a century, for five hundred thirty-three years.

Behind the partition: a low vaulted corridor, cut directly into the tuff of the hill. Dry. The smell of salt, because the tunnel ran four meters below the water table of the Tagus estuary. Four hundred twelve meters to the cemetery. No light. Three iron ladders set into the walls, at intervals of one hundred thirty-seven meters, for the Pereiras’ semiannual inspection.

Manuel said, in Hebrew:

— Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. Avigail bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. You enter now. You walk without turning back. At the end, you climb the north ladder. You come out in the cemetery. You go right. Not left, the wall was sealed in nineteen oh four. You climb the sixty-six steps to the rua do Salvador, you turn left, you go down to the rua dos Cegos, you take the third door on the right, you knock three long, two short. A woman will open. Her name is Senhora Almeida. You tell her Pereira de Alfama. She will keep you until six in the morning. My son and I stay. Go.

— Manuel, said Avigail. — You stay for Cell Three.

— We stay for what must stay. The eleventh point is out. That is what matters. Go.

Daniel did not move. He looked at Manuel for two seconds. Manuel understood the look. He said, in Portuguese, low:

— Não chorem por nós. Nós choramos por vocês há quinhentos anos. Agora vão.

Do not weep for us. We have wept for you for five hundred years. Go now.

Daniel crossed the partition first. Avigail followed. At the instant she passed the threshold, she heard, behind her, Yaakov Pereira blow out the central candle and begin, very low, the first verse of Hallel: halelu et Hashem kol goyim, shabchuhu kol ha-umim. The partition closed behind them with the same silence as its descent. No sound crossed the stone.

They walked.



Four hundred twelve meters in absolute darkness.

Daniel in front, the flashlight on Avigail’s Samsung in his hand. The beam showed one meter twenty of tuff ahead of him. Avigail behind, her left hand resting on the edge of Daniel’s jacket at waist height — through the cloth, through a layer of cotton, through a layer of linen, no skin touching skin. Muttar (halakhically permitted), because no other guidance method functioned in a fourteen-ninety-three Marrano tunnel, and the halakhah codified by Maran HaRav Ovadia zatsal in the Yalkut Yossef expressly provides for this dispensation in flight from danger to life.

At the one hundred forty-second step, Daniel said, without turning:

— Avigail.

— Yes.

— My father told me, when I was sixteen, that the stone of Jerusalem is the stone that heard Avraham carry Yitzhak. At nineteen I found it unbearable. Tonight I’m walking on the stone of Lisbon. And I feel that the stone of Lisbon has heard five hundred years of Marranos whispering Shema in the dark. These are not two different stones. It is the same stone. My father was right. I already knew at sixteen. It just took me nineteen years to accept it.

Avigail did not answer right away. At the one hundred ninety-sixth step, she said, in Hebrew:

— Yossef Vidal zatsal knows. That’s all.

She said yodea in Hebrew, and the word vibrated in the tuff for half a step.

At three hundred ninety-one meters, the tunnel widened. At four hundred and one, Daniel felt under his left sole a slab that was not tuff — funerary granite turned facedown, sealed in eighteen fifty-two by the last Pereiras of Alfama who still secretly visited the cemetery. At four hundred ten, he saw in the flashlight’s beam the north iron ladder. Eleven rungs. The eighth one broken in two thousand sixteen, never repaired because the Pereiras had stopped climbing anything but odd-numbered rungs. Daniel and Avigail climbed the odd ones.

At zero thirty-four, they emerged into the abandoned Jewish cemetery of Mata da Maina, beneath a waning moon of sixteen days that lit only the easternmost tombs.

Avigail, at the third step out of the tunnel, stopped. She opened her prayer book — the pocket one her grandmother Hadassah had given her in two thousand eleven for her bat mitzvah (the coming-of-age ceremony for a Jewish girl at twelve) — and recited, low, in the silence of the abandoned cemetery, the Yizkor (memorial prayer) for the Jewish dead of Lisbon, from the great auto-da-fé of fifteen oh six to the last Marranos burned in seventeen sixty-one. She did not know their names. She said, in place of the names, kol nishmot Israel ha-kdoshim ve-ha-tehorim asher ne’evdu be-lisboa. All the holy and pure souls of Israel that were lost in Lisbon.

Daniel stood two steps from her. He did not speak. He did not recite with her, because he did not yet feel entitled. He kept his right hand over his inside left pocket, over the medallion of Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi, which beat against his sternum like a second heart that was not his own.

At zero forty-one, they left the cemetery by the northeast breach, climbed the sixty-six steps of the calçada to the rua do Salvador, turned left, walked forty-three meters down to the rua dos Cegos, and knocked at the third door on the right — three long, two short.

Senhora Almeida opened before the last knock finished. Seventy-two years old. Black shawl. Gray eyes. No surprise. She said, in Portuguese, very low:

— Pereira de Alfama. Entrem.

They entered.

At one eighteen, in a room lined with eighteenth-century blue azulejos, Senhora Almeida set before them two cups of linden-flower tea, a plate of four dry biscuits, and a clean folded sheet for Avigail. She said:

— Senhor, vocês não dormem juntos. Tem dois quartos. Ele à direita, ela à esquerda. Foi assim que minha avó me ensinou a receber.

Sir, you do not sleep together. There are two rooms. He on the right, she on the left. That is how my grandmother taught me to receive guests.

Avigail lowered her head, and the water that came back to her eyes, this time, was not the same water as half an hour before midnight in the cellar. It was water that knew it had been waited for, in this house, for five hundred years — a house that had never stopped separating the rooms so that the halakhah would hold, even when no one was allowed to name it aloud.

Daniel bowed his head once. He said, in Hebrew:

— Toda raba, gveret Almeida. Thank you, Mrs. Almeida.

Senhora Almeida went out. The door closed.

At four seventeen in the morning, in the right-hand room, Avigail’s phone, set on the bedside table next to the fragment folded in its pocket, rang.

She answered on the first ring. Israeli number. Country code +972, prefix 54, suffix oh-two-two-four-three-oh-two. Mahmoud Khalil.

He spoke in Arabic, because he was within a meter of someone who was not meant to understand Hebrew:

— Avigail. I’m in Jerusalem. Yaakov Eichenbaum reached me an hour ago. A girl from Yemen contacted him tonight. Her name is Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi. She carries an old Yemenite scroll handed down since eighteen eighty-one. It’s missing the eleventh point of a medallion. You’re carrying it now. Daniel is carrying it now. Don’t go to the archives. Come to Jerusalem. Tehillah is waiting.

Avigail hung up. She stood. She knocked at the door of Daniel’s room — not the wall between the two rooms, the corridor door, because that was the only way Senhora Almeida had allowed.

Daniel opened. He had not slept.

She said, in Hebrew, low:

— Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi is waiting in Jerusalem. She carries the sister-half of the scroll. She is waiting for the eleventh point. We’re going back.

Daniel touched his jacket. The medallion, against his sternum, beat.

He said, in Hebrew:

— Va-adayin yotse. And still it comes out.

And at four twenty-two, in a room in Alfama that did not appear on any cadastre since seventeen fifty-five, Daniel and Avigail began to prepare the flight that would carry them, six hours later, back to the tarmac of Ben Gurion — without knowing yet that in Tehran, at the very instant they spoke the name of Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi, Sayyid Reza Tabrizi had just understood, reading a satellite report transmitted from Lisbon forty minutes earlier, that they had never left Alfama through the streets — and that he was dialing, at that second, a number beginning with +90, calling Istanbul.
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Chapter 16 — The Daughter from Yemen

Tuesday, May 19, 2026 — 2 Sivan 5786 — Tel Aviv to Jerusalem — 10:24 → 13:11



The Ben Gurion runway, at ten twenty-four in the morning, smelled like every morning in the land of Israel when the sea is still asleep and the earth has already risen. Jet fuel mixed with heated tarmac. Beyond the perimeter fence, jasmine drifting in from the orchards north of Hod ha-Sharon, carried inland by the western wind like a last word the coast was whispering to itself.

Daniel set foot on the ground at ten twenty-four exactly. He looked at his watch. He thought, in a single sentence: in something very old, the return is harder than the departure. Because on the return, the ground knows you left it.

Avigaïl came down two steps behind him. She had not slept during the six-hour flight. Daniel had noticed twice, without meaning to, watching the cabin window when the plane crossed Cyprus from the south. Avigaïl’s eyes were open. Her left hand was pressed against the inner pocket of her collar. Her jaw was set in the position she only took when she prayed without moving her lips.

The tarmac was hot. Dry heat. And the light falling on it had that Hebrew quality Daniel had first noticed at nineteen. Light that does not come down from the sky. Light that rises from the ground, because the ground gets up before the sun to keep its appointment.

At the next gangway, a man was waiting.

Not an agent in a suit. A man in his forties, in grey canvas trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow. He held a set of car keys in his right hand and a glass bottle of Galilee spring water in his left. Short-cropped beard. Navy blue cotton kippa (the Jewish skullcap) sewn by hand. On his left wrist a 1980s Seiko marine watch that did not serve to tell time but to carry the memory of a father.

Avner Ben-Ezri.

Daniel recognized him before his name was spoken. Avigaïl gave only a half nod in Hebrew, without stopping.

— Shalom Avner. — Shalom Avigaïl bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. No customs for you. Follow me.

He led them through a service door to the left of the gangway. Concrete corridor lit by maintenance neons, sloping down a hundred and eighty meters to a rear exit. Avner walked at a pace that was neither slow nor fast. The pace of a clandestine Mossad operator from the Diaspora-South cell, conserving his muscles because he did not know whether the next run would start in ten minutes or in four hours.

He said, without turning his head, in Hebrew:

— Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi has been in Jerusalem since four in the morning. She came on the night train from Naharyia. She got off at Yitshak Navon Central at four forty-five. She did not take a cab. She walked to Strauss Street, entered a Yemenite Beith Haknesset (the house of assembly where Jews pray, never called a synagogue in this house) that opens for shaharit (the morning prayer) at five ten, listened without participating, and walked out. She is now in an apartment on Yoel Salomon Street. First floor. Shutters closed. Mahmoud Khalil has seen her. No one else.

— Mossad knows, said Avigaïl.

— Mossad knows that I know. Mossad does not know she is on Yoel Salomon.

Daniel understood, to the quarter second, that the sentence was a gift. Avner Ben-Ezri had, since seven that morning, made a choice that put his career in the hands of Avigaïl bat Eichenbaum. Not a great choice. A small one. The kind of choice a man makes when he has carried for twenty-two years a promise to a grandfather zatsal (of blessed memory) named Rav Yossef Eichenbaum, and has waited, without saying so, for the day the promise would come due.

Avner opened the rear door. A white Toyota Corolla, last year’s model, was parked against the hangar wall. Not an official car. A car that does not catch the eye. Holon plates. Avner opened the rear left door for Avigaïl, the rear right door for Daniel. The seats that let them keep their bag-side hand free. Daniel noted it. Avner had prepared the car with them in mind precisely.

Avner took the wheel. He said:

— One hour ten to Jerusalem. I am not taking Route 1. I am taking Route 443. Longer. Less monitored by Cell Two drones.

Daniel turned to the window. The Ben Gurion taxiway slid past. Above the control tower the Israeli flag was rising slowly into the half-past-nine azure, the western wind holding it deployed at a perfect diagonal that Daniel had always found, since he was nineteen, a little too exact to be natural. As if the Israeli wind knew it was being watched.

He said, in Hebrew, without turning his head:

— Avner. My father Yossef Vidal zatsal knew you.

— He taught me to fold a talith (the prayer shawl).

— When.

— Nineteen ninety-seven. You were eight. You were staying at your aunt Esther’s place in Holon. I came up to collect a dispatch. Your father saw me folding my talith into a ball in my bag. He said: Avner, you do not fold a talith into a ball. You fold it into a triangle, because the triangle remembers the tent.* I have not forgotten.*

Avigaïl, to Daniel’s left, said nothing. But Daniel felt, in a change in the air on the back seat that was so slight only a husband or a sniper would catch it, that she had just registered for the second time in three days a piece of data concerning Yossef Vidal zatsal that she had not had the chance to register before. She kept that kind of data the way a watchmaker keeps the components of a watch he has not yet started to assemble.

The Toyota left the airport perimeter through the northeast exit. Avner took Route 443 toward Modi’in and then into the hills.

At eleven oh-five the car entered the Bab el-Wad defile.

Daniel looked at the rusting armored hulks left on the roadside since nineteen forty-eight, painted blue and red so they would not be mistaken for scrap, each hull a man who had burned inside it so a convoy of flour could reach Jerusalem under siege. He thought: my father Yossef Vidal zatsal knew by heart the name of one of those men. He never knew which one. He named them all.

At eleven twenty-two the Toyota crested the last hill, and Jerusalem appeared.

Daniel said nothing. Avigaïl placed her right hand over her sternum without being aware of doing it, the way a woman checks that what should be beating there is beating. Avner slowed imperceptibly, because every Israeli who has served in a reconnaissance unit slows at the precise moment Jerusalem appears, out of respect for a city that appears more than one appears to it.

At eleven forty-seven the car came down Yafo Street, turned right onto Kikar Tsion, and entered Yoel Salomon Street. The street was a pedestrian zone. Avner parked one block over, on Rivlin Street, and signaled.

They got out. Daniel felt the medallion of Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi beating against his sternum at a rhythm that had stopped being his own since Lisbon.

Avner led them to number twenty-two Yoel Salomon. A Jerusalem stone building from the early twentieth century, three stories, with a wooden door faded to soft blue by the sun. Above the door a copper mezuzah (the parchment-bearing case affixed to Jewish doorposts) hammered by hand by a Yemenite silversmith in the nineteen sixties. Daniel set the pad of his right index finger on the mezuzah, brought it to his lips without touching them, and said nothing.

Avner produced a key. He opened the door. He said:

— First floor. Right-hand door. I stay below. I watch. Knock two long, one short.

Avigaïl went up first. Daniel followed. The stairwell smelled of pita bread baked on stone and of black Aleppo soap that the building’s concierge, an eighty-year-old Moroccan woman named Esther Bittan, had been using for forty-two years to wash the steps. Daniel thought, unable to help himself: if my paternal grandmother were alive, she would recognize this soap by smell. She would say: that is Aleppo soap, diluted with orange blossom water.

On the first floor landing Avigaïl knocked. Two long, one short.

The door opened on a quarter of the leaf.



Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi was thirty-eight.

She stood in the gap one meter back from the door, her right hand on the edge of the jamb, her left hand laid flat on her chest. Not on her sternum. Slightly to the left, over the heart, at the exact spot where Yemenite women have placed their hands for three hundred years when they listen to a voice they do not yet recognize.

She wore a long black cotton dress, no particular cut, closed to the base of her throat by seven mother-of-pearl buttons. A black scarf covered her hair. No tightness, no coquetry. A bat Yisrael (daughter of Israel) who had married at nineteen a man who had died at twenty-six in the Second Lebanon War and had never replaced the scarf with anything other than another scarf. Her eyes were black, and they did not have the black of Avigaïl’s eyes. It was the specific black of Yemenite women who had spent their childhood in the light of Sana’a before the nineteen sixties, and had kept in their cornea a trace of aged ocher.

She said nothing.

She looked at Avigaïl for four seconds. Then she turned her face and looked at Daniel for four seconds.

Then she said, in Hebrew, without opening the door further:

— Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. Avigaïl bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. I have been waiting for you since four seventeen this morning.

Her voice carried the Yemenite cadence. Hebrew pronounced with the hard gimel, the guttural qof, the dental taw preserved. The cadence of the Yemenite dynasties that had never accepted either the Ashkenazi pronunciation or the late Sephardic one, and that spoke Hebrew the way it was spoken in Tiberias in the third century.

Avigaïl did not answer immediately. She placed her right hand on the pocket of her left collar. She said, in the same Yemenite cadence. Daniel wondered for a second where Avigaïl had picked up that cadence, and decided he would never ask her:

— Tehillah bat Yossef. We are carrying the eleventh point.

Tehillah stepped back half a pace. She opened the door wide. She said:

— Come in. But do not close the door right away. I need to see the landing empty first.

Daniel entered. Avigaïl followed. Tehillah looked at the stairwell for three seconds, made sure no shadow was moving on the pale stone of the steps, and closed the door. Three turns of the key. An iron bar slid into two brackets set into the jamb. A device that was not from today, and that the apartment’s owner, a woman named Hadassah Tsadok, had had installed in nineteen seventy-three after the Yom Kippur war.

The apartment had three rooms. A living room with an olive wood table and four chairs. A narrow kitchen. A closed bedroom door. On the living room wall, in the place usually reserved for a painting, a dark wood frame held a piece of kidskin parchment, framed under glass, eighteen centimeters long and nine wide. The parchment was written in a black ink that had turned sepia brown, and its lines were Hebrew, archaic, right to left, in a kulmus (the reed pen used by Jewish scribes) whose rhythm Daniel recognized immediately. It was the same reed that had written the fragment Avigaïl carried in her pocket. The same.

Tehillah followed Daniel’s gaze.

— It is what you think, she said. My great-grandfather Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi read this half of the parchment in the year five thousand six hundred and forty-one. He spent forty years copying it and sealing it. He passed it to my grandfather Yossef ben Mordechai in nineteen twenty-two. My grandfather passed it to my father Yossef ben Yossef in nineteen seventy-two. My father passed it to me in nineteen ninety-two, the night before he went up to the northern border. He did not come back. But the parchment came back inside the coat. I have kept it for thirty-four years.

— Tehillah, said Avigaïl, low. My grandfather Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal knew of the existence of this half.

— My father Yossef ben Yossef knew of the existence of the other half. They corresponded twice in their lives, in nineteen sixty-nine and in nineteen eighty-four. Two letters. No more. My father made me memorize both letters at the age of nine. When I recite them I recite them in your grandfather’s voice, because my father had heard it. Once. On the phone. In nineteen eighty-three.

Avigaïl sat down on one of the four chairs. Slowly. Like a woman who has just discovered that the ground she thought was new is in fact a ground that had been prepared for her for one hundred and forty-five years.

Daniel stayed standing. He drew from the inner left pocket of his jacket the medallion of Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi. Eleven points. Ten whole. One truncated. He set it down in the center of the olive wood table.

Tehillah approached the table. She did not pick up the medallion. She sat on the chair opposite Avigaïl and laid her left hand open, palm up, next to the medallion. Daniel saw, in the hollow of her palm, a round scar. Thin. Clean. The exact diameter of a medallion point. A five-millimeter scar.

— I have had this scar since I was twelve, said Tehillah. My father made it with the eleventh point the last time he touched it, in nineteen ninety-two, before he handed me the image of it. Not the object. The image. The medallion was never in my hand. But the point was in my palm. My father said: Tehillah, the day the point comes back into the Vidal line and a Vidal son brings it to you, you will know the point by the scar. The scar will warm. That is how you will know the hour has come.*

She lifted her eyes to Daniel.

Daniel did not move. He did not know, in that precise second, whether he should bring the eleventh point near Tehillah’s palm or wait for her to ask. Halakha did not decide. The gesture would carry no skin-to-skin neguiah (forbidden physical contact between unrelated man and woman), because the point was metal and the palm was a palm reading a sign. But the moment was not decided by halakha either. It was decided by something else. Something that resembled, Daniel thought, the moment in his father zatsal’s brief when Eliphaz son of Essaw had met Yaakov in the desert and had chosen, out of loyalty to his grandfather Yitshak, not to kill his uncle. Ingenuity of love. Daniel understood, looking at Tehillah’s palm, that he had to bring the point slowly without placing it in her hand. To leave it one centimeter above the palm. To let the scar decide.

He took the medallion. He brought it slowly above Tehillah’s palm. To one centimeter exactly. He did not lower it further.

Three seconds passed.

Tehillah closed her eyes. Avigaïl, across the table, stopped breathing.

Tehillah said, without opening her eyes, her voice dropping half a tone:

— It is warming. This is it.

Daniel withdrew the medallion. He set it back down on the table. Tehillah opened her eyes. Her cornea, in that moment, took on the aged ocher of Yemenites from Sana’a when they know something that no book has ever said.

She said, in Hebrew, low:

— Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. Avigaïl bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. One hundred and forty-five years ago, my great-grandfather Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi read a parchment he should not have read alone. He read it alone because no scribe in Sana’a in eighteen eighty-one would help him. They knew the parchment burned whoever read it without a partner. My great-grandfather burned. For twelve years. In eighteen ninety-three, in Tiberias, he killed the fifteenth scribe, a man who had tried to help him too late. He died without his teshuvah (return, repentance) ever being spoken aloud. His teshuvah was waiting. It waited one hundred and forty-five years. It was spoken last night at midnight minus thirty-eight, in a cellar in Alfama, by Yaakov Pereira. You were both there. The teshuvah came out. The eleventh point came out. The Yemenite half of the parchment is waiting for the Roman half. And I am waiting for you to tell me what my father Yossef ben Yossef taught me to wait for since I was nine.

Avigaïl opened the inner pocket of her left collar. She drew out the fragment of kidskin from Rome, folded in eight, already dry. She unfolded it slowly on the olive wood table, beside the medallion.

Tehillah looked at the fragment. She did not touch it. She said, in Hebrew:

— Twenty-seven lines. And the twenty-eighth empty.

— Yes, said Daniel.

— The twenty-eighth waits for Pessah.

— Yes.

— And it waits for whom, said Tehillah, as a question that was not a question.

Avigaïl did not answer. Daniel did not answer.

Tehillah stood. She walked to the framed parchment on the wall. She took the frame in both hands, lifted it carefully off the copper nail driven into the stone, turned it over, and undid at the back the four small wooden fasteners holding the glass. The glass slid free. The Yemenite parchment, twin to Avigaïl’s, appeared in her hands, free, exposed to air for the first time since nineteen ninety-two.

Tehillah returned to the table. She placed her parchment alongside the Rome fragment, aligning the lower margins of both. The two edges matched. The two scripts came from the same reed. The sepia had faded the same way. The kidskin came from the same flock, two centuries apart.

Daniel understood, in that second, what his father Yossef Vidal zatsal would never have accepted to believe had he not seen it with his own eyes. That there existed in the world objects whose memory exceeded the memory of the men who carried them, and that the single function of those objects was to wait, without altering, for the day two pairs of hands would set them down side by side in the same room.

At twelve fifty-four, in an apartment on Yoel Salomon Street, the two halves of the parchment of Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya were rejoined for the first time since the year ninety of the common era.

Tehillah said, very low, in Hebrew:

— The twenty-eighth line is not waiting for one signature. It is waiting for three. One from you, Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. One from you, Avigaïl bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. One from me, Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi. Three reeds. Three inks. One line. At Pessah. On Saint Peter’s Square.

At thirteen eleven, Avner Ben-Ezri, downstairs, set his index finger on the building’s lower buzzer and pressed once, very briefly. The signal for warning. Cell Four had just landed at Ben Gurion.
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Chapter 16-BIS — The Bill of Indictment — Bnei Brak, Rabbi Akiva Street, 3 Sivan 5786, two seventeen in the morning

Daniel Vidal opened the notebook of his grandfather Mordechai Vidal zatsal.

Black leather. Eleven centimeters by seventeen. Bought in Mogador in 5712 (1952) from a bookseller on Slat el-Azama Street. Six hundred and eighty pages. The cover scored with the dry tip of a knife in a six-pointed Magen David whose eleventh point had been clipped with a single stroke of a folding blade—the same signature as the flagstone, the medallion, the seal of Sister Maria.

Title page, in violet ink turned brown:

Mordechai ben Yossef Vidal — Casablanca, 5713 — Notebook of Accounts to be Rendered.

Daniel turned the page.

A single column. No date. No margin. A list. And before every line, two words, in the black ink of a prewar Pelikan:

I accuse.

Daniel read.




I accuse Terah, priest of the idols of Ur of the Chaldees in the year one thousand nine hundred fifty-one from the creation of the world, of delivering his three-year-old son Abraham to the furnace of Nimrod by calculation of career. First father who calculated against his son. First accountant of Jewish blood.

I accuse Nimrod, king of Ur of the Chaldees, of building the first child-furnace for Jewish children in human history and of counting his thirty-four previous executions in a ledger whose pages are kept in the memory of Amatlai bat Karnavo, my mother.

I accuse Pharaoh, son of Aper-Anat, king of Egypt, of ordering the midwives Shifra and Puah to throw the newborn male children of Israel into the Nile. First industrial genocide in history. First administrative protocol of extermination by age cohort.

I accuse Amalek, son of Eliphaz, son of Esau, of attacking the rear guard of Israel at Rephidim—the elders, the women, the children—while the head of the caravan rested. First doctrine of terrorism: strike those who cannot defend themselves. Doctrine repeated since without interruption.

I accuse Balak, king of Moab, of hiring a mercenary prophet to curse Israel at a distance—first outsourced psychological warfare.

I accuse the Canaanite kings of the coalition of Jabin of Hazor—eleven kings—of attempting the coordinated extermination of Israel in the Galilee.

I accuse Sisera, captain of Hazor, son of Harosheth of the Gentiles, of intending to take “a damsel or two to every man” who fell in battle. First doctrine of rape as a weapon of war.

I accuse Goliath and the Philistines of Gath of pretending that the God of Israel could be measured by the height of a soldier.

I accuse Sennacherib, king of Assyria, of deporting the ten tribes of the Northern Kingdom in 5121 (660 BCE) and of scattering Israel through his provinces to erase its memory.

I accuse Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, of burning down the First Temple of Jerusalem on the 9th of Av 5172 (586 BCE), of blinding Zedekiah after killing his sons before his eyes, of exiling forty thousand Jews to the rivers of Babylon. First destruction of the House.

I accuse Haman, son of Hammedatha, the Agagite, direct descendant of Amalek, vizier of Ahasuerus, of drawing lots on the thirteenth day of the twelfth month for the extermination of every Jew from Susa to India—first administrative decree of extermination, ink signed, sealed with the king’s signet. Direct precedent of every administrative decree that would follow.

I accuse Antiochus IV Epiphanes, Seleucid king, of forbidding circumcision under penalty of death, burning the scrolls of the Torah, sacrificing a pig on the altar of the Temple, erecting a statue of Zeus in the place of the Holy of Holies. First systematic ideological desecration.

I accuse Pompey, Roman general, of entering the Holy of Holies in 5697 (63 BCE) to verify with his own eyes that there was nothing to see. First imperial tourist of the Temple.

I accuse Herod the Idumean, descendant of Esau, of massacring the Hasmoneans—his own in-laws—and of attempting to kill a newborn child of Bethlehem out of fear of a king to come. The Nimrod pattern recurs, in costume change only.

I accuse Vespasian and Titus, emperors of Rome, of destroying the Second Temple on the 9th of Av 5830 (70 CE), of selling ninety-seven thousand Jews into slavery, of striking the JUDÆA CAPTA coin to celebrate the defeat. Second destruction of the House. First minting of victory over Israel.

I accuse Hadrian, emperor of Rome, of razing Jerusalem in 5895 (135 CE), forbidding the name Judea and imposing the name Palaestina to erase the toponymic memory of Israel. First substitution of a country’s name.

I accuse the bishops of the Council of Nicaea in 5085 (325 CE) of making the hatred of the Jewish mother an official doctrine of the Christian Church for fifteen consecutive centuries.

I accuse Justinian, Byzantine emperor, of forbidding by imperial decree in 5314 (553 CE) the study of the Mishnah and the Talmud. First legalized book-burning.

I accuse the bishops of the Council of Toledo in 5392 (632 CE) of ordering the forced baptism of the Jews of Visigothic Spain. First institutional Marranism.

I accuse the crusaders of the First Crusade—Peter the Hermit, Godfrey of Bouillon, Emicho of Leiningen—of massacring, in 5856 (1096 CE), the Jewish communities of Worms, Mainz, Speyer, Cologne, Trier, Metz on their way to “liberate” Jerusalem from “the Muslim peril,” and of finishing their road by burning alive the Jewish community of Jerusalem in the central synagogue in the month of Tammuz 5859 (July 1099).

I accuse Innocent III, Roman pope, of promulgating in 5575 (1215) at the Fourth Lateran Council the mandatory yellow badge for Jews. First ethno-religious identification mark in Europe. Repeated by the SS seven centuries later, identically.

I accuse Edward I, king of England, of expelling the Jews from his kingdom in 5050 (1290). First decree of expulsion of an entire people from a European state.

I accuse Philip the Fair, king of France, of expelling the Jews in 5066 (1306) after seizing their property. Second.

I accuse the pogromists of the Black Death—5108 to 5110 (1348 to 1350)—of accusing the Jews of poisoning the wells, and of massacring on that basis the Jewish communities of Germany, France, and Catalonia. First global conspiracy theory invented against the Jews.

I accuse Tomás de Torquemada and the Holy Inquisition of burning alive, from the 9th of Av 5252 (1492) to the threshold of the nineteenth century, more than thirty thousand Sephardic families for the crime of Marranism—for secretly praying to the God of their fathers in the cellars of their houses in Belmonte, Tomar, Toledo, Lisbon.

I accuse Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon of signing the Alhambra Decree on the 7th of Av 5252 (March 31, 1492), expelling three hundred thousand Sephardic Jews who had lived in Spain for fifteen centuries, seizing all their real estate, their books, their reliquaries, and giving this people four months to leave or convert.

I accuse the Almohads of the Maghreb—Abd al-Mu’min at their head—of forcing the conversion to Islam of the Jews of Morocco and Andalusia in the twelfth century, burning the synagogues of Fez, Marrakesh, Tlemcen, Cordoba.

I accuse Bogdan Khmelnytsky, Cossack hetman, of massacring between 5408 and 5418 (1648 to 1658) more than one hundred thousand Jews of Ukraine and Poland. First industrial massacre of Eastern Europe.

I accuse the pogromists of Tsar Nicholas II, in 5663 (1903) at Kishinev, in 5665 (1905) at Odessa, in 5679 (1919) in Ukraine under Petliura, of killing in the street with boots and stones the pregnant Jewish women, the white-bearded Jewish elders, the Jewish children coming out of the heder.

I accuse Muhammad Amin al-Husseini, Mufti of Jerusalem, of coming to shake the hand of Adolf Hitler in Berlin on November 28, 5701 (1941) to plan the extension of the Final Solution to the Arab world in case of German victory.

I accuse Adolf Hitler and the Third Reich, Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler, Obersturmbannführer Adolf Eichmann, Standartenführer Höss commandant of Auschwitz, and every subordinate executor of the Final Solution, of murdering six million Jews between 5701 and 5705 (1941 to 1945), of whom one and a half million were children, in gas chambers, in mass shootings, in death marches, in medical experiments, in slave labor unto exhaustion. The sixth furnace by order of magnitude. The worst in human history.

I accuse the seven Arab armies—Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Yemen—of attacking, on the 5th of Iyar 5708 (May 14, 1948), at the very hour of the declaration of Israeli independence, a state of six hundred thousand inhabitants barely emerging from the camps, with the explicit intention—declared on the radio of Cairo by Azzam Pasha, Secretary General of the Arab League—of “a war of extermination and a momentous massacre which will be spoken of like the Mongol massacres and the Crusades.”

I accuse the regimes of Baghdad, Damascus, Cairo, Tripoli, Sanaa, Casablanca, Tunis, Algiers, of expelling between 5709 and 5727 (1949 to 1967) close to one million Sephardic and Yemenite Jews from countries where our families had lived for thirteen centuries, confiscating all their property, their synagogues, their cemeteries, their books. And the history of the nations forgot to name this ethnic cleansing in order to count it in the accounts.

I accuse Gamal Abdel Nasser, president of Egypt, in 5727 (1967), of closing the Strait of Tiran, expelling the Blue Helmets from Sinai, and declaring on Radio Cairo that “the coming war will be the total extermination of Zionism.”

I accuse Hafez al-Assad and the Syrian army of attacking Israel in 5733 (1973) on the holy day of Yom Kippur, while Israeli soldiers were fasting and praying.

I accuse Yasser Arafat, founder of the PLO, of introducing at the United Nations, beginning in 5724 (1964), the doctrine that one people—the Jewish people—has no right to its country.

I accuse Ruhollah Khomeini, Ayatollah of Iran, of instituting from 22 Bahman 5739 (February 11, 1979) a theocratic regime whose declared purpose in every Friday sermon is “Marg bar Esrail”—death to Israel. Direct and literal repetition of the curse of Balak. Direct and literal repetition of the decree of Haman.

I accuse Ali Khamenei, his successor, of financing and arming Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza, the Islamic Jihad, the Houthis in Yemen, the Shia militias in Iraq and Syria, with the declared intention of the encirclement and final destruction of Israel. Cyrus in reverse. Nebuchadnezzar in reverse. Haman in reverse.

I accuse Hassan Nasrallah, secretary general of Hezbollah, of declaring in 5762 (2002) on Al-Manar TV: “If all the Jews gather in Israel, it will save us the trouble of going after them worldwide.”

I accuse the leaders of Hamas—Yahya Sinwar, Mohammed Deif, Ismail Haniyeh, Khaled Mashal—of planning the attack of 22 Tishrei 5784 (October 7, 2023), the day of Simchat Torah and Shabbat, at dawn, at the hour when Jewish mothers were nursing their infants at Be’eri, at Kfar Aza, at Nir Oz, at Re’im. One thousand two hundred dead in a single morning. Two hundred fifty hostages—including the Bibas infants. First literal application of the prophecy of the Yemenite parchment: “the thirty-third furnace will rise from the east, at the dawn of a seventh day of a seventh month of a year that will be of numbers, and will begin at the hour when women nurse their own.”

I accuse the antisemitic demonstrators of London, Paris, Berlin, New York, Sydney, Toronto, who marched as early as October 8, 2023—before Israel had even begun its response—to celebrate the October 7 pogrom as an act of “resistance.”

I accuse the presidents of the American universities—Harvard, MIT, University of Pennsylvania, Columbia, UCLA—of refusing, in December 2023, before the United States Congress, to condemn without ambiguity the calls for the genocide of Jews on their campuses.

I accuse the judges of the International Criminal Court, Prosecutor Karim Khan at their head, of requesting, on the 21st of Iyar 5784 (May 20, 2024), arrest warrants against Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, in direct parallel to the warrants requested against the leaders of Hamas. First international tribunal to place on the same moral plane the victim and the executioner, since Nuremberg in reverse.

I accuse South Africa of dragging, on the 29th of Tevet 5784 (January 11, 2024), Israel before the International Court of Justice for genocide, without ever dragging before any court China for the Uyghurs, Sudan for Darfur, Syria for the Ghouta, or the Arab regimes that have massacred four hundred thousand Syrians, two hundred thousand Yemenis, three hundred thousand Sudanese in international silence.

I accuse the United Nations, Human Rights Council and General Assembly combined, of voting between 5763 and 5786 (2003 and 2026) more condemnation resolutions against the State of Israel than against every other state in the world combined. One hundred forty-seven resolutions against Israel. Seven against Assad’s Syria. Five against North Korea. Three against Putin’s Russia. Zero against China for the Uyghurs. Zero against Iran for the repression of women.

I accuse the editors-in-chief of the New York Times, the Guardian, Le Monde, the Süddeutsche Zeitung, the BBC, Al Jazeera, of having, since October 7, 2023, presented the Gaza war as “a humanitarian catastrophe caused by Israel” without naming once on the front page the word “hostages,” the word “pogrom,” or the words “October seventh.”

I accuse the Houthis of Yemen of blockading the Red Sea beginning the 19th of Kislev 5784 (December 2, 2023) to disrupt world trade with Israel, in direct application of the decree of Haman, twenty-four centuries later, word for word.

I accuse the regimes of Qatar, of Erdoğan’s Turkey, of Hezbollah’s Lebanon, of post-Assad Syria, and of every American university foundation funded by those regimes, of having turned Western campuses into pro-Hamas propaganda platforms since October 7.

And I accuse, last—and this is the heaviest account to render—the Jews themselves who have preferred silence to voice, shame to testimony, forgetting to memory, the comfort of assimilation at the price of faithfulness. First reproach of the verse. First reproach of Abraham to his children. First reproach of Amatlai bat Karnavo to every Jewish mother who looks away when they take another mother’s child toward the furnace, saying to herself, “this one is not mine.”






The Lock — last page of the notebook

Daniel turned the final page.

The page was set apart from the rest. Cream paper, less yellowed. A different ink — black, heavier, slower. The hand of his grandfather Mordechai Vidal had steadied. Each word had been written as if cut into the page rather than laid on it.

A single heading, underlined twice:


הַנְּעִילָה — לֹא אֲנַחְנוּ הַשּׁוֹפְטִים.

The Lock — we are not the judges.



And beneath it, in numbered paragraphs:


One. The Master of the world is one. The Master of the world is the only judge. We are His children. We file the bill of indictment. We do not pass sentence. The throne of judgment is His, and His alone. Where there is human justice, there is no justice. Where there is no human justice, there is justice — for the case ascends, untouched, to the only Court that does not err.

Two. Read יְשַׁעְיָהוּ י, ה-ט"ו (Isaiah ten, five through fifteen). Read it in Hebrew. Read it slowly.

הוֹי אַשּׁוּר שֵׁבֶט אַפִּי וּמַטֶּה־הוּא בְיָדָם זַעְמִי.

Woe to Assyria, the rod of My anger, in whose hand is the staff of My indignation.

וְהוּא לֹא־כֵן יְדַמֶּה וּלְבָבוֹ לֹא־כֵן יַחְשֹׁב כִּי לְהַשְׁמִיד בִּלְבָבוֹ וּלְהַכְרִית גּוֹיִם לֹא מְעָט.

But he does not think so, nor does his heart so consider — for his heart desires to destroy, and to cut off nations not a few.

וְהָיָה כִּי־יְבַצַּע אֲדֹנָי אֶת־כָּל־מַעֲשֵׂהוּ בְּהַר צִיּוֹן וּבִירוּשָׁלָ‍ם, אֶפְקֹד עַל־פְּרִי־גֹדֶל לְבַב מֶלֶךְ־אַשּׁוּר וְעַל־תִּפְאֶרֶת רוּם עֵינָיו.

And it shall be — when the Lord has performed all His work upon Mount Tzion and on Jerusalem — I will punish the fruit of the pride of the king of Assyria, and the glory of his haughty looks.

הֲיִתְפָּאֵר הַגַּרְזֶן עַל הַחֹצֵב בּוֹ, אִם־יִתְגַּדֵּל הַמַּשּׂוֹר עַל־מְנִיפוֹ.

Shall the axe boast itself against the one who hews with it? Shall the saw magnify itself against the one who moves it?

Three. This is the entire doctrine. Read it twice.

When Israel strays, the Master of the world activates the nations as a rod of correction. The mandate of the rod is to wake us. Not to destroy us. To return us to question. Not to break the bones of our children.

But the rod, every time, exceeds its mandate. The rod adds its own cruelty. The rod boasts against the hand that holds it. The rod takes pleasure in the striking. The rod kills the child it was sent only to wake.

And this excess — the gap between the mandate of correction and the cruelty added — this excess will be judged. Not by us. By the only Court that knows the difference between the blow that was commanded and the blow that was added.

Four. Mark this — and mark it well. The prophet does not interpret. The prophet speaks in the Name of the Master of the world. Yeshayahu ben Amotz did not write his own opinion in chapter ten. He transmitted the spoken word of HaShem.

And part of that prophecy has already been fulfilled, in our own eyes, in the visible history of the nations. Assyria fell in the year three thousand one hundred forty-nine of the world (six hundred twelve before the common era), at Nineveh, by the combined hand of the Medes and the Babylonians. The rod was broken — exactly as the prophet had spoken — and not one of the verses of chapter ten was undone.

Therefore. By the law of prophecy that does not return empty, the second half of the verse — the judgment of the nations for the excess — must be fulfilled. It is locked. It is not optional. It is not a hope. It is a debt of the word that has not been called in yet.

Babylon fell, exactly as Yirmiyahu had said. Edom of the Roman line fell, exactly as Ovadyah had said. The fourth kingdom is still standing, in its many faces and its many names — Khomeini, Khamenei, the Mufti’s heirs, the parliaments of expulsion, the courts of inversion, the editorial pages of erasure. It still stands. It will fall. Exactly as the prophet has said.

Not by our hand. By the hand of the only Judge who knows the difference between the rod and the excess.

Five. Therefore, my son — and you who will read this notebook after me — do not seek revenge. Do not pronounce sentence. Do not raise the human court against any of the names written above.

File the indictment. Sign it. Seal it. Send it up. The Court is sitting. The Court has been sitting since Sinai. The Court does not adjourn. The Court does not lose a case.

And know this: the day the second half of Yeshayahu ten is read aloud in the streets of the nations — the day the rod is called to account for the excess — every line of the present notebook will already have been entered as evidence, in the only register that does not burn, by the only Scribe whose ink does not fade.

Mordechai ben Yossef Vidal, Casablanca, 5713.





Daniel closed the notebook.

It was two fifty-two in the morning. Bnei Brak. 3 Sivan 5786. The yellow bedside lamp lit the Formica table. Avigail was sleeping in the back bedroom. Tehillah was keeping watch in the kitchen. Yaakov was reciting tikkun chatzot in the living room.

Daniel laid his right hand on the cover of the notebook. The six-pointed scar in his chest did not pound. It did not beat. It went still. Like a thing that knows it has been named.

He said, very low, in the silent Sephardic apartment:

— I accuse. And I will sign.
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Chapter 17 — Yoel Salomon Street, Thirteen Twelve

Avner Ben-Ezri did not press the buzzer a second time. He raised his right hand, palm against the stone of the gate, and held still for seven seconds. Above him, at the first-floor window, the white cotton curtain shifted half a centimeter and returned to its place. Avner took his hand off the wall, drew from the inner pocket of his beige canvas jacket a kraft-paper envelope folded in four, and slid it without a sound through the slot of the wrought-iron mailbox that bore the inscription Tsadok, 1973.

Then he walked away, without turning, up Yoel Salomon Street toward Zion Square. There was nothing of the hurried man in his step. He had the bearing of a neighbor going out to buy bread for Shabbat — except it was not Friday but Tuesday, and the inner pocket of his jacket carried a Beretta 92F that had not fired a single cartridge since two thousand eleven.

In the apartment on the first floor, Tehillah had already folded the Yemenite parchment, returned it to its glass, set the frame back against the wall — not in its usual place, but turned, face against the stone, the way one turns against the wall, in Sephardic homes, a frame one does not want seen when one is not alone. The Rome fragment, for its part, had returned to the inner pocket of Avigaïl’s left collar.

Daniel stood at the salon window, the curtain pulled back by a single finger.

— He left an envelope in the box, he said without turning.

— That is how he speaks to me when he cannot come up, said Tehillah.

She crossed the salon, opened the landing door, went down the pale stone stairs at measured pace, and came back two minutes later with the envelope in her hand. She set it on the olive-wood table without breaking the seal.

— It is for you, Daniel, she said. The fold is turned down. Among us, that means the addressee is not the owner of the box.

Daniel sat in the chair opposite. He opened the envelope with his thumb — not with a knife, because Avner had not sealed it with wax, which meant urgent but not encoded. Inside, two A4 sheets folded in three.

The first sheet was a black-and-white photograph, printed on plain paper — low resolution, passport format, blown up four times. Three men’s faces in a vertical column. Beside each face, in Hebrew, in his hand, three tight lines.

— Reza Mohebbi. Thirty-four years old. Revolutionary Guards, Sixth Quds Brigade, Diaspora branch.

— Hamid Tabrizi. Twenty-nine years old. Cousin of Massoud Tabrizi who called from Istanbul yesterday. Revolutionary Guards, Sixth Quds Brigade, logistics branch.

— Bijan Hosseini. Forty-six years old. Senior officer, Quds Brigade, targeted assassination branch. Three attested operations: Tbilisi 2019, Brussels 2022, Limassol 2024. None succeeded one hundred percent. He is known to prefer the knife to the pistol.

Daniel set the sheet on the table. Avigaïl and Tehillah bent forward at the same moment — their two head scarves, one black, one navy, brushed each other above the photograph without either woman noticing.

The second sheet was a map of the Old City of Jerusalem — not a tourist plan, but the municipality’s technical chart, scale 1/2000, with the alleys numbered by section and each interior stairway marked by a short stroke. On this map, Avner had drawn freehand in blue pen a circle around four hotels: Mamilla, King David, Notre Dame of Jerusalem, and the American Colony. An arrow ran from the Mamilla circle to the right corner of the map, where Avner had written, in square letters, two words:

Do not. Stay.

Daniel understood. Avner had calculated that the fourth cell, which had landed at Ben Gurion at thirteen eleven on Turkish passports and a thin diplomatic cover, would begin with the hotels — exactly the four any foreign operator consults first when looking for an Israeli-American of forty-four traveling with a young woman. Avner did not know that Daniel and Avigaïl were not in a hotel but with Tehillah. Do not meant: do not go out. Above all, not toward the Old City. Above all, not toward the Jewish Quarter. Stay meant: I am coming to you in eighteen hours. Not before. I have to scramble the hotel trail first.

— He holds us for eighteen hours, said Daniel.

— How many men does he have in his own cell? asked Avigaïl.

— Four, said Tehillah before Daniel could answer. Mahmoud Khalil. Ofir Suissa. Tamar Ben-Atar. And a fourth I know only by code name. He signs his notes Avraham the Scribe. My father spoke to me of them in nineteen ninety-two. They were already active. Avner inherited them from Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal after my father died. It is a Mossad clandestine cell — not the official operation, the false bottom. Four operators, never in uniform, never an extraction team, never a sanctioned mission. They exist for moments like this one.

Daniel looked at Avigaïl. Avigaïl looked at Tehillah.

— You know their names and you have not left this apartment more than eight days a year, said Avigaïl very low.

— My father knew them. My father is dead. The names were kept in one single place that is neither this house nor an office of the Mossad. They were kept in the memory of a woman who was not allowed to forget. זה אני. That is me.

Tehillah said this in Hebrew without raising her voice, in the tone of a woman noting that she has lifted a load without warning anyone she had been carrying it for thirty-four years.




Fifteen Kilometers Away, in Mevasseret Tzion, Nine in the Morning

Avner Ben-Ezri was not a religious man. Not in the sense of a man who prayed three times a day with a scribe’s exactness. He had grown up in a secular home in Be’er Sheva, son of a Rafael engineer and a southern schoolteacher. He had done his service like everyone. He had been recruited to the Mossad in nineteen ninety-nine, at twenty-two, by a man who had never told him his name.

In two thousand four, Avner had been sent to Tzfat — not for an operation, but for a consultation. He had been asked to carry a message to a rav whose name was Yossef Eichenbaum, on a street called Rehov ha-Ari. A short message. A sealed envelope. Three minutes at most.

Avner had walked into the rav’s study on a Tuesday in November, at three in the afternoon. He had held out the envelope. Yossef Eichenbaum had set it on the desk without breaking the seal, and had said in Hebrew:

— Avner ben Esther. Before I read this message, I want to ask you one question, and you will answer or you will not — you are free. When you go home tonight, will you know why your father Mordechai refused to teach you to say kaddish for your grandfather זצ״ל in nineteen ninety-three?

Avner had not answered. He had left the study at three oh seven. He had taken the bus from Tzfat to Tel Aviv, which was four hours. During those four hours he had not looked out the window. He had stared at his hands on his knees, and he had wept without a sound, like a twenty-one-year-old who discovers that the question he had never dared to ask himself had been asked of him by a stranger at the other end of the country, and that the answer — because your father lost his faith when his father died at Auschwitz at twenty-three in nineteen forty-two, and he would not pass on to you a faith he had buried — Avner had understood the answer in those four hours without anyone telling him.

He had gone back to Tzfat the following Tuesday. He had entered without an envelope this time. He had said to the rav: I want to learn how to say kaddish for my grandfather זצ״ל. And I want to learn to say it with my grandfather’s cadence, not with mine. The rav had set down his book. He had said: That will take eighteen months.

It took twenty-four.

At the end of the twenty-four months, in September two thousand six, Avner had made a promise to the rav. Not a religious promise — Avner could not have held a religious promise, and the rav knew it. An operational promise. If one day, Yossef, your daughter Hadassah has a daughter, and if one day that granddaughter carries a burden you will not have had time to lay on her shoulders yourself, then I will be there. Not as a bodyguard. As an uncle. Do you hear me, Yossef? — I hear you, Avner. I will never have to ask you to keep this promise. But thank you. Yossef Eichenbaum had died in two thousand eleven. Avner was thirty-four then, with a wife named Shira and a four-year-old daughter named Talya. He had carried the casket to Tzfat with five other men, of whom four were roshei yeshiva and only one — himself — was not religious. He had said the kaddish at the cemetery in the cadence of Mordechai Ben-Ezri zatsal — a cadence he had learned never again to forget.

On Tuesday, May 19, two thousand twenty-six, at nine in the morning, Avner had taken breakfast with Shira and Talya in the kitchen of the Mevasseret house. Talya had been nine for three months. She had asked her father whether he would come pick her up from school at thirteen hundred. Avner had said no, my neshama (soul), not today. He had treated his ulcer with a glass of warm milk — not with medicine, but with an aloe leaf cut from the kitchen windowsill and chewed slowly. Shira had said, without looking at him: Where are you going today? — Yoel Salomon. — How long? — I do not know. Eighteen hours, twenty-four, maybe more. Shira had laid her hand on his for three seconds, and had said: Come back. She did not say be careful. She had known, since two thousand eleven, that one does not say be careful to a man who has made a promise to the dead.

Avner had kissed Talya on the forehead, had taken the beige canvas jacket and the Beretta from the bottom drawer of the chest of drawers, and had left the house at nine thirty-two. He was on Yoel Salomon at thirteen eleven, at the exact moment the fourth cell was passing passport control at Ben Gurion. The coincidence was not one. Avner had calculated his travel time off the arrival of Istanbul-Tel Aviv flight number TK787 — the commercial flight on which the three Iranians were traveling under Turkish names.





Yoel Salomon Street, Thirteen Fifty-Four

Tehillah had served tea — not bagged tea, but an infusion of mint leaves and fresh nana (spearmint), in three repoussé metal tea glasses, Moroccan, inherited by her mother from a great-aunt of Essaouira. Daniel drank in small sips, standing by the window. Avigaïl was seated at the table.

— Tehillah, said Avigaïl. Before Avner comes back, there is something I have to say to you. You spoke to me earlier in the Yemenite cadence of Sanaa. You did not ask why I answered you in the same cadence.

— I did not ask because I know, said Tehillah.

— You know?

— You lived a year in Rosh ha-Ayin between eighteen and nineteen years old. You stayed with the Adani family, Rehov ha-Tikva. Yehoshua Adani and his wife Leah. Yehoshua was a distant cousin of my grandfather Yossef ben Mordechai through the Tubol of Holon. Leah spoke Portuguese because she had lived three years in Lisbon between nineteen sixty-two and nineteen sixty-five. She is the one who taught you the Yemenite cadence and Portuguese at the same time, in two thousand thirteen. You were eighteen. You had told no one you were leaving for Rosh ha-Ayin. Your grandfather זצ״ל knew. Not your parents. My father Yossef ben Yossef was dead twenty-one years before, and it was he who had asked Yehoshua Adani, in nineteen ninety, to plan for a distant cousin from Tzfat to come one day to live on Rehov ha-Tikva. The cousin was you. Yehoshua had been waiting for you for twenty-six years when you rang his door in two thousand thirteen.

Avigaïl bowed her head. Not shame. Vertigo.

— My grandfather זצ״ל never told me I was expected, she said.

— My grandfather זצ״ל never told my father he had written two letters to his. The real transmitters do not say they transmit. They transmit.

Daniel turned slowly, tea glass in hand. He looked at Avigaïl for six seconds. He said:

— Avigaïl, in two thousand thirteen, you were eighteen. You already had your end-of-baccalaureate paper on the Belmonte calendar. You did not know that your grandfather was preparing you for the eleventh point, but your grandfather knew. And he had you learn the Yemenite cadence because he knew that the third carrier would speak with that cadence.

— הוא ידע, said Avigaïl very low. He knew.

Tehillah set down her glass.

— He knew, she said. And he knew also something I myself did not know, and that I will discover in the next room when I show you the thing I have not yet shown. But not yet. Avner has to come back first, because what is in the next room concerns a man Avner will have to protect the day after tomorrow in East Jerusalem.

Avigaïl raised her eyes.

— Mahmoud Khalil, she said.

Tehillah did not answer. She simply refilled Daniel’s empty glass.





Bab al-Khalil, Fifteen Ten

Mahmoud Khalil was sixty-one. He had lived in the Old City of Jerusalem since his birth, in the stone house his grandfather Yacoub Khalil had built in nineteen twenty-six, one hundred twenty meters from Jaffa Gate, on the Christian-Orthodox side. He was Sunni, Palestinian, and he had known Avner Ben-Ezri since two thousand sixteen, through a story neither man ever told — not even to their wives.

What had happened in two thousand sixteen, in two sentences: an attack had been thwarted in Mea Shearim, and the person who had made the tip-off to the Mossad was not a Jew. It was Mahmoud Khalil, and the reason Mahmoud had made the tip-off had nothing to do with Israel’s security — it had to do with the fact that his first cousin’s daughter, Lina Khalil, seventeen, was to be in Mea Shearim that day, visiting a Jewish friend from the Hand-in-Hand school where she was learning Hebrew. Mahmoud had chosen his niece against his cousin. Avner Ben-Ezri had been the case officer. Since that day, Mahmoud and Avner had met twice a year in a café on Hagaï Street that neither of them paid for, because the café belonged to a Sephardic rav who extended credit to both men as to sons.

On Tuesday, May 19, at fifteen ten, Mahmoud went out in black leather slippers, crossed the one hundred twenty meters to Bab al-Khalil, sat down on the stone bench to the right of the gate — the one the British had set in place in nineteen twenty-six — and waited.

At fifteen seventeen, a young man of about twenty-nine, in a white shirt and khaki pants, came through the gate from outside. He carried a black backpack, slim, half open onto a tourist map of the Old City in English and a book entitled The Walls of Jerusalem. He was speaking on the phone in English with a slight accent — maybe Turkish, maybe Azeri, maybe Farsi spoken in Anatolia for three years. He did not look at Mahmoud. He did not look at anything in particular. He continued toward David Street.

Mahmoud recognized Hamid Tabrizi the moment he saw him. He did not recognize the face — he had never seen a photograph of Hamid Tabrizi — but he recognized the operating profile. There was, in the way Tabrizi carried his backpack by a single strap, in the way he slowed imperceptibly at intersections without turning his head, in the way he kept his free hand exactly ten centimeters from the inner edge of his jacket, something Mahmoud recognized because he had seen it twenty times in his life in Revolutionary Guards on mission abroad.

Mahmoud rose without haste. He took out his phone — a resurrected Nokia 3310, no internet — and sent Avner a text:

Client has arrived. He carries number two. Numbers one and three are not here yet. Number two coming in by Jaffa Gate, going down David, probably aiming at the market. I’m following at fifty meters. No contact.

Avner received the text at fifteen twenty-one, walking on Yafo near Lunz Street, on his way to the Hagaï café where he was to meet Ofir Suissa. He did not answer right away. He kept walking, accelerated slightly, made a two-hundred-meter detour to pass the window of a Russian hardware store he had used for ten years as a check-mirror, and saw, in the reflection, that no step was matched to his. Then he took out his phone and typed a single letter in answer: N.

Mahmoud understood. N meant passive neutralization — surveillance, no interception. Mahmoud put away his phone, raised his face toward the Old City wall like a tourist looking at the time on a nineteenth-century sundial, and followed Hamid Tabrizi along David Street at exactly fifty-two meters’ distance.





Hagaï Café, Fifteen Forty-Three

Ofir Suissa was forty-seven, from Be’er Sheva, always wore a Hapoel Be’er Sheva cap, and had lost a brother in Lebanon in two thousand six. He had joined Avner’s cell in two thousand eleven, six months after the death of Yossef Eichenbaum זצ״ל. Tamar Ben-Atar was forty-one, an emergency-room physician by day at Hadassah Ein Kerem hospital, and worked for the cell at night — her role was to keep a first-aid kit ready at any hour for wounds that could not be declared at a hospital. Avraham the Scribe was no one the other three had ever seen — he was the fourth, and according to Tehillah, he signed his notes but did not show himself.

Avner, Ofir, and Tamar sat at the back table of the Hagaï café, under a lithograph of Tiberias from nineteen twenty-seven.

— Number two has been in the Old City since fifteen seventeen, said Avner. Mahmoud is following. Numbers one and three, we do not know yet. Probably on the hotels. Hosseini is the lead operator. He will take his time. He will start with the King David, because that is what any average agent would do, and he has the intelligence to do what is expected of him in order to disappear afterward through where he is not expected.

— You want me to cover the King David? said Ofir.

— No. The King David is too open. If Hosseini goes there, he will not linger. Go to the Notre Dame of Jerusalem. It is the only one of the four hotels that officially belongs to the Catholic Church, and it is the only one where Hosseini could spend a night under an Italian name without flagging Tehran. If he is there, it is him. If he is not within two hours, we lose him until tonight.

— And Tamar? said Ofir.

Avner turned to Tamar. He said, in Hebrew, very low:

— You go back to Hadassah Ein Kerem. You take the night shift. You prepare two units of A negative, two units of O negative, and two ampoules of morphine. Yossef Vidal זצ״ל died of the Iranian bullet in two thousand seven because the morphine was not ready in time. This time, it will be.

Tamar did not answer. She rose, took her backpack, kissed Avner on the right shoulder — cell gesture, not personal — and went out of the café.

Avner remained alone with Ofir. He took out the phone, looked at the screen — still a single text from Mahmoud, dated fifteen twenty-one — and set it face down on the table.

— Avraham the Scribe? said Ofir.

Avner did not answer right away. He drank a swallow of coffee. He looked at the lithograph of Tiberias on the wall. He said:

— Avraham the Scribe will write to us when he has to write to us. Not before. And when he writes to us, it will be through the hand of Yaakov Eichenbaum.

Ofir raised his eyes.

— Yaakov Eichenbaum has been in Tzfat since two thousand eleven. He has not been out of his consulting room more than a day a month for fifteen years. You mean…

— I mean I do not know. But Tehillah bat Yossef told me last night on the phone that the fourth operator of our cell is not what we think it is. Avraham the Scribe is not a cover. It is a function. Someone who has not yet spoken will carry that function when his moment comes. Tehillah did not tell me who. But she told me I would know when I saw him.

Ofir nodded slowly.

— Yaakov Eichenbaum, he said low. The son of Rav Yossef זצ״ל. Yaakov, Avigaïl’s uncle. You think it is him?

Avner did not answer. He looked at his phone. Mahmoud had just sent a second text:

Number two has entered the market. He is looking at carpets. He does not touch. He is looking at the sellers. He is looking for someone he knows.

Avner set down the phone. He said to Ofir:

— We go to the Notre Dame. Right now.





Yoel Salomon Street, Seventeen Oh Two

Tehillah opened the door of the closed room. Daniel and Avigaïl went in. The room was small, whitewashed, without a window. There was a prayer rug on the floor, oriented east. On the far wall, a dark-wood chest, locked by two wrought-iron locks. Beside the chest, against the wall, an olive-wood chair identical to those in the salon. On the chair, set carefully, folded in eight, a prayer shawl — a large white tallit with black stripes, plainly very old, whose tsitsiyot (the ritual fringes at the tallit’s four corners that a Jewish man wears for morning prayer) were knotted in the classic Sephardic-Yemenite technique.

— This tallit, said Tehillah, does not belong to my grandfather. It belongs to a man who has not yet come here. Avner brought it six months ago and left it with me. He told me: Tehillah, keep it. The day the one who must wear it crosses your threshold, you will give it to him. You will know it is him because he will ask you which side is east.

Avigaïl came toward the chair. She did not touch the tallit. She said, very low:

— It is the tallit of Yossef Eichenbaum זצ״ל.

— It is the tallit of Yossef Eichenbaum זצ״ל, said Tehillah. And the day the man who must wear it wears it, it will be neither Avner, nor Daniel, nor a cell operator. It will be someone who has not yet spoken in this book.

Daniel felt, in the windowless room, that the light from the ceiling lamp had dropped half a degree — not physically, but in his eye — the way the light drops when one enters a place where one is awaited without knowing by whom.

— Tehillah, he said. Who is the man who will wear this tallit?

— Avraham the Scribe, said Tehillah. The fourth operator of Avner’s cell. The scribe-pass Yokheved my grandfather זצ״ל prepared for forty years without saying his name, not even to his own son. Yaakov ben Yossef Eichenbaum. My uncle. Your uncle, Avigaïl. Your mother’s brother.

Avigaïl sat slowly on the prayer rug, like a woman discovering that her uncle the Sephardic physician of Tzfat — the uncle she had seen twice a year since she was six, who gave her books of Rambam at Pessach and never spoke of the profession he practiced when he left his consulting room three days a month — had never been only a physician.

At seventeen twenty-eight, on a Tzfat street called Rehov ha-Ari, Yaakov Eichenbaum came out of his consulting room, locked the door, slipped the key into the inner pocket of his blue canvas jacket, and walked toward the bus stop. He did not yet know he would take the nine-forty bus to Jerusalem. But something inside him had understood, since nine this morning, that he would take that bus.

Avner’s phone, at the Notre Dame of Jerusalem, rang at seventeen oh eight. It was Mahmoud.

Number one has just entered the Notre Dame lobby. Bijan Hosseini in person. He is carrying a black briefcase. He has booked under the name Marco Esposito. Italian. How many meters are you?

Avner closed his eyes for half a second. He opened them.

— Thirty meters, he said low into the phone. Stay invisible. I take him in hand.

He put the phone away, looked at Ofir, and indicated with his chin, through the tinted glass of the café across the street, the silhouette of a forty-six-year-old man in a mouse-gray suit pushing through the revolving door of the Notre Dame of Jerusalem lobby, his eyes searching for the reception desk.

— That is him, said Avner.

It was seventeen oh nine, and the countdown, without any of the three operators present needing to say it out loud, had just dropped from eighteen hours to twenty minutes.
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Chapter 18 — Tzfat, Rehov ha-Ari, Five Past Seven in the Evening

Yaakov ben Yossef Eichenbaum was sixty-two. His hands had the bearing of a Sephardic physician, and for twenty-six years the patients of Tzfat had called them the hands that listen. He kept one habit that none of his colleagues at Ziv Hospital knew about. Every Tuesday at five in the afternoon, when the clinic on Rehov ha-Ari closed its doors to the last patient of the day, Yaakov would close the inner door, walk four paces to the bookshelf at the back, slide a brown-leather-bound volume of the Yalkout Yossef (the standard Sephardic halakhic code of Rav Ovadia Yossef zatsal) from the second shelf, and lay it flat on the desk without opening it. He would sit. He would not move for twelve minutes. Then he would take from the bottom drawer a black Pelikan M400 fountain pen with a gold nib, ink it silently with a Montblanc midnight-blue cartridge, and write, on a sheet of vellum the size of an A5 page, what he had to write that Tuesday.

On Tuesday, the second of Sivan 5786, at five past seven, Yaakov sat. He opened the Yalkout Yossef. He took out the pen. He did not lay the nib on the page.

He looked out the window. The sky over Tzfat at this hour of Iyar held the pale color of wet dolerite — that blue-grey that signaled the stone of the old city’s walls would keep the day’s heat another two hours before giving it back to the night. Below, in the alley, two women in housedress went toward Bar Yohaï Street with a black canvas shopping bag. Yaakov did not really look at them. He was thinking about his father.

Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal (of blessed memory) had died in Tzfat on the fourth of May, two thousand eleven, at seventy-eight. Yaakov had been the last to see him alive. He himself had closed the rav’s eyes at three-seventeen in the morning, the way his father had closed his grandfather zatsal’s eyes before him, and his grandfather had closed his great-grandfather’s. It was not a mitsva (a Torah commandment). It was a family gesture. A debt transmitted through the blood of the eldest son, so he would know that his hand did not carry only his father’s bones inside it, but the bones of four generations who had all closed eyes at the same hour of the night.

At five in the morning that fourth of May, two thousand eleven, after the body had been washed by the hevra kadisha (the volunteers of the Jewish burial society who prepare the dead) and Yaakov had sat alone in his father’s office on Rehov ha-Ari, he found an envelope on the desk. Not a letter — an envelope sealed with beeswax, stamped with a yod-yod (the Tetragrammaton written in two-letter abbreviation, as rabbinic tradition does to avoid profaning the Name) inside a triangle. On the face of the envelope, two words in Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal’s own handwriting: Avraham ha-sofer.

Avraham the scribe.

Yaakov could tell from the wax and the seal that the envelope was not a recent letter. It was something his father had prepared long before dying — perhaps ten years before, perhaps twenty — and had left on the desk on the morning of his death the way you leave, in a family of scribes, the quill to the one who must pick it up.

Yaakov broke the seal. Inside, one folded sheet. One sentence written in the middle:

When Tehillah has you asked which way is east, go.

No explanation. No date. No name to address. For fourteen years Yaakov had carried that sentence in the inner pocket of his blue canvas jacket — the same jacket, fourteen years — and he still did not know who Tehillah was, nor why his father had given him this name the way you give a key without specifying which door it opens.

Except that at nine in the morning that Tuesday, the nineteenth of May, the office phone had rung. His secretary, Mrs. Cohen — no relation, just the woman who had answered the office phone for twenty-two years — had come into the examination room and said softly:

— Dr. Eichenbaum. A woman on the line. She would not give her name. She said two words: “Avraham ha-sofer.” And then she asked which way is east.

Yaakov set down his stethoscope. He asked his patient — a seventy-eight-year-old farmer from moshav Meron with exertional dyspnea — to wait five minutes. He took the phone. He said, in Hebrew:

— East lies on my side.

A woman’s voice at the other end, calm, unhurried:

— Yaakov ben Yossef. My name is Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi. My father spoke of yours in nineteen ninety-two. The talith (the prayer shawl that Jewish men wear during morning prayer) is at my home on Yoel Salomon, number twenty-two. The bus at twenty-two forty leaves Tzfat for Jerusalem. If you take that bus, you will be at my place at four in the morning. Avigaïl is waiting for you. So is Daniel. Pessah (Passover, the spring festival commemorating the Exodus) at Saint Peter’s Square in eleven months. Three quills this time. You are the fourth.

Yaakov did not answer for several seconds. He just breathed. Then he said:

— I am taking the bus.

And he hung up.

The farmer from Meron was examined to the end without Yaakov letting anything show. He explained the diagnosis — stable angina, to be investigated by stress test — with the same patience as at quarter to nine. He saw three other patients in the morning, seven in the afternoon, and asked Mrs. Cohen to push two Thursday appointments to next Tuesday, giving no reason.

Now, at five past seven, he had finished his day, and he was preparing to write what he had to write before leaving.

He set the Pelikan nib on the A5 sheet. He wrote, in Hebrew, twelve tight lines. He signed his full name and added, at the bottom right, a single capital letter: א. The letter aleph. The signature the scribe-passes of the Yokheved line had used since the sixteenth century to authenticate a document they did not sign in clear. Yaakov folded the sheet in three, slid it into the white administrative envelope he had prepared, and wrote on it with the same pen:

To be opened on May twentieth at nine in the morning by Shira Ben-Ezri in Mevasseret Tzion, to be passed on to Avner if he has not returned.

He placed the envelope in the bottom drawer of the antechamber chiffonier, under a folder of radiographs. Mrs. Cohen had known for twenty-two years that this drawer was hers if Yaakov disappeared without leaving verbal instructions. She would know what to do.

Yaakov closed the office. He slipped the key into the inner pocket of his blue canvas jacket — the same jacket, fourteen years — and walked down the pale stone staircase of Rehov ha-Ari at five twenty-three.




Notre Dame de Jerusalem, Five Eighteen in the Afternoon

Avner Ben-Ezri did not speak during the nine minutes that followed Bijan Hosseini’s entrance into the lobby.

He sat at the café across the street, third table from the back, his back to the wall. Ofir Suissa was standing at the second-floor window of the Notre Dame pharmacy on the northwest corner of Paratroopers Street, his Hapoel Be’er Sheva cap pulled down to his eyebrows, a falafel sandwich in his hand he had not started. Through the two panes — the café’s and the pharmacy’s — Avner and Ofir held a perfect triangulation on the hotel’s reception desk.

Bijan Hosseini, under the name Marco Esposito, signed the register at five eighteen. He took the key for a fourth-floor room — room four-twelve — and walked to the elevator. He did not look right or left. His black briefcase weighed, by Avner’s estimate, between three and four kilos. The briefcase of a man who did not intend to stay more than forty-eight hours.

Avner laid five shekels on the table. He left the café at five twenty-one. He crossed Paratroopers Street without speeding up, like a neighbor going home after a coffee. Halfway across, his phone vibrated once. He did not take it out. He knew the rhythm — Mahmoud in the old city was signaling that Hamid Tabrizi had just left the market and was climbing back toward the Christian Quarter.

Avner met Ofir in the pharmacy at five twenty-four. He said in Hebrew, low:

— Reza Mohebbi. We still don’t have him. He is the one worrying me the most. Hosseini will sleep tonight, because that is what you do before a precision operation. Tabrizi is doing reconnaissance for Hosseini. Mohebbi is the secondary operator. He does what the other two cannot do.

— You think he is already in Jerusalem?

— I think he came in yesterday. Under a different passport. Probably Georgian. He has probably rented an Airbnb in the Jewish Quarter or in Mahane Yehuda. He did his recon last night while we were sleeping.

— And his target?

Avner did not answer right away. He looked out at Paratroopers Street. Three Palestinian children went past in school uniforms, satchel on the back, squabbling over a five-shekel coin. An older woman in a grey suit pushed a shopping cart toward Hanevi’im Street. A Hasid (a member of a Hasidic Jewish community, recognizable by his black coat and broad-brimmed hat) in traditional dress on his way to the ultra-Orthodox neighborhood bowed his head against the wind. None of them looked at Avner.

— His target is Yoel Salomon twenty-two, Avner said. Not right away. Not before Hosseini gives him the order. Hosseini will give the order only when he is sure he is not under surveillance. So Mohebbi will spend the night watching the house. Not entering. Not attacking. Watching. He is the most dangerous, because he is the one who knows how to wait.

— How long do you give us?

— Eighteen hours. Maybe twenty. That is why I said eighteen to Daniel. So he would know.

Ofir nodded. He pulled out his phone, looked at the time, put it back.

— Yaakov Eichenbaum?

— He is taking the twenty-two forty bus from Tzfat. Tehillah called him this morning at nine. He will be on Yoel Salomon at four in the morning.

— Are you sure?

— I am not sure of anything. But Tehillah told me she would call him at nine, and it is five twenty-four, and no one has come to arrest me in a Jerusalem street because Yaakov Eichenbaum backed out. So he accepted.

Ofir put his falafel sandwich into a napkin. He said, watching the street through the glass:

— Avner. Why did you never want to tell us that Avraham the scribe was the rav’s son?

— Because I did not know. My father Mordechai did not know either, and Mordechai said kaddish (the Aramaic prayer for the dead) for Rav Yossef in two thousand eleven without knowing that the rav’s son was our fourth operator. None of us knew. Not even Yaakov.

— Not even Yaakov?

— Not even Yaakov. The scribe-pass does not know he is a scribe-pass until the pass presents itself to him. Tehillah presented herself this morning. So Yaakov is learning, on the bus, that he has been one since his birth without knowing it.

Ofir was silent a long moment. Then he said:

— If Mohebbi attacks tonight, we lose the house.

— Mohebbi will not attack tonight. Neither will Tabrizi. Hosseini is going to sleep. And we are going to work.

— Do we move the three of them?

— No. Yoel Salomon is the least bad position. Tehillah knows the house. The house has two exits. Mahmoud covers the old city. Tamar prepares the hospital. You stay here until midnight to confirm Hosseini is asleep. I go up to Yoel Salomon at midnight. Avraham the scribe arrives at four. By five, we will have the fourth quill. By six, we start writing the Pessah plan.

Ofir bowed his head. A brief smile, almost a soldier’s grunt, broke through.

— The fourth quill, he said. You are telling me that in ten hours, on Yoel Salomon, there will be the three bearers of the scroll and the fourth scribe. For the first time since the year ninety of the common era.

— That is what I am telling you, said Avner.

— And Mohebbi watches, without knowing, the room where it happens.

— That is what I am telling you.

Ofir took a bite of the falafel sandwich, chewed slowly. He said, mouth full:

— May Hashem keep us.

Avner did not answer. He did not say May Hashem keep us out loud — had not said it since the funeral of Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal in two thousand eleven. He thought the sentence silently, in the cadence of his grandfather Mordechai Ben-Ezri zatsal, who himself had died at Auschwitz at twenty-three in nineteen forty-two, and had left to his son an inheritance of silence that Avner had spent twenty-two years learning how to break.





Bus 982, Route 6, Twenty-Three Fourteen

Egged bus number nine-eighty-two left Tzfat at twenty-two forty every evening, came down Route 89 to the Amiad junction, took Route 65 to Afula, branched onto Route 6 southbound, and reached the Yitshak Navon central station in Jerusalem between three-fifty and four-twenty depending on traffic and on Border Police checks at the Samaria hill checkpoints.

Yaakov Eichenbaum boarded the bus at twenty-two thirty-seven. He had no luggage except a brown leather satchel containing his tefillin (the leather phylacteries Jewish men bind during morning prayer), his siddur (Jewish prayer book), one change of shirt, a pocket edition of Yalkout Yossef volume five, and his father’s letter that he had carried for fourteen years in the blue canvas jacket. He took the seventh row on the left, window side. He checked, as he did every time he took a night bus, that the seat next to him was occupied by someone who would not speak to him — and so it was, an older woman who had fallen asleep before the bus even pulled out — and took out his phone to check the schedule.

The phone vibrated two seconds later. A text from Avner Ben-Ezri.

Bus 982. I know. Your sister Hadassah has been in Lebanon since Sunday for the Aboulker daughter’s wedding in Marjayoun. Do not call her before tomorrow noon. Avigaïl does not know her mother is in Lebanon. Tehillah does not know either. It will stay that way until I tell you otherwise. Avner.

Yaakov stared at the message for fourteen seconds. His sister Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum, Avigaïl’s mother, a physician at Ziv Hospital like him, never went to Lebanon in May. She went to Lebanon in Elul, for the yahrtsait (death anniversary in Jewish tradition) of their maternal aunt Yaffa Eichenbaum-Aboulker, who had died in Marjayoun in Elul nineteen eighty-two during Operation Peace for Galilee. In Iyar, never. Yaakov understood, in fourteen seconds, that Avner had moved his sister Hadassah out of Jerusalem so she would not be in the city when the Iranian cell was. Avner had not asked permission. He had informed.

Yaakov replied, flat, with no punctuation:

Yes.

He put the phone away. He looked out the window. The bus was racing on Route 6, the diesel engine pitching up on the long northern climbs of the desert, and Yaakov laid his hand on his father’s letter in the inner pocket of the blue canvas jacket.

He thought of Yokheved.

Not the Yokheved of the schoolbooks — the mother of Moshé Rabénou (Moses our master, the prophet who led Israel out of Egypt and received the Torah at Sinai) who hid her son for three months in a basket of reeds coated with bitumen and then set him on the Nile so Pharaoh’s daughter might save him. Not that one. A different Yokheved. The Yokheved that the kabbalistic commentaries of Tzfat — the ones he had studied at seventeen with his father in the back room of the Beith Haknesset ARI Ashkenazi (the house of assembly where Jews pray, named after the Holy ARI, Rav Yitshak Luria of sixteenth-century Tzfat) — described as the first figure of an invisible line in the Torah. A woman who transmits and who carries at the same time. Not only Moshé’s mother: the first scribe-pass. The one who, in the basket of reeds, inscribed the use of the quill for women who would save sons by passing them to hands other than their own.

Yokheved does not appear as a scribe in the Torah at the literal level. But she is, according to a hidden reading that Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal had taught Yaakov at seventeen in that back room, the first to understand that for a son to survive he must know how to read before he knows how to speak. Yokheved had taught Moshé the alphabet in the basket, running her finger over his left palm, letter after letter, during the three months of hiding. When Pharaoh’s daughter drew the child from the water, the child already knew how to read. That was what the Yokheved scribe-pass line had inscribed in Jewish blood. Teaching a child to read inside a basket of reeds. Teaching a daughter to know, without her being able to tell anyone, that she knows.

Yaakov thought of Avigaïl. His niece. Twenty-nine. His sister Hadassah’s daughter. He had seen her for the first time when she was two days old, at the maternity ward in Tzfat. He had held her at six days for the brit hayonek (the Sephardic blessing ceremony for newborns). Every Pessah since her sixth year he had given her a volume of the Rambam (Maimonides, the twelfth-century Sephardic codifier of Jewish law). At thirteen he had taught her to recognize the direction of east in any room at a glance — look for the mezouza that is not painted the same white as the rest of the wall, because no one repaints the mezouza, the mezouza marks the east. He had never told her he was a physician and something else. He had never told her there existed in Israel a Yokheved line. Until nine in the morning that Tuesday, he had not known it himself.

At twenty-three twenty-six the bus passed the Megiddo sign, and Yaakov closed his eyes. He thought, for the first time in fourteen years, that his father had known, on the day of his death in two thousand eleven, exactly what he was doing when he wrote that sentence in the middle of the sheet folded in four. When Tehillah has you asked which way is east, go. Not a tactical instruction. A kabbalistic instruction. Go — lekh — the same word Hashem had given to Avraham at the opening of Lekh Lekha. An order to depart that demands you leave all of what you are to enter into what you must become.

Yaakov did not cry. He had not cried since his father’s funeral. But he felt, in his left carotid, a slow strong beat that was not his own — a beat he identified, after four minutes of concentration, as the beat of Yokheved’s hand tapping the alphabet on the left palm of a child in a basket of reeds. Yaakov understood, at twenty-three thirty, that the scribe-pass cannot be taught. He recognizes himself.

At twenty-three forty-two the bus entered the Ein Sokher Valley tunnel. Yaakov opened his eyes. He thought: at four in the morning I will meet Avigaïl knowing who I am to her. And it is Tehillah bat Yossef who will have taught me that.





Yoel Salomon Street, Twenty-Three Fifty-Eight

Daniel and Avigaïl had not slept.

Tehillah had made up a bed for them in the back room — a double bed with a Yemenite camel-wool blanket and two embroidered pillows. She had told them, without ceremony, that they would sleep in this room like a married couple, because the halakha (Jewish law) would declare them yiḥud (the halakhic prohibition on an unmarried man and woman being alone together in a closed place) if they slept separately in two rooms, while they were yiḥud permitted as a Sephardic couple betrothed since Lisbon by Madame Aboab’s berakha (blessing).

Daniel said: We are not married.

Tehillah answered, in Hebrew, without raising her voice:

— You are married by Sephardic halakha since the seventh of Iyar nineteen ninety-five, the day you were born six minutes apart in the same hospital in Tel Aviv. My father knew your birth hours. He wrote them in his nineteen ninety-five journal. He asked my grandfather zatsal to write the conditional union berakha on that day. The day the two halves of the scroll come together. Today. You have been in permitted yiḥud since one fifty-four this afternoon.

Daniel looked at Avigaïl. Avigaïl did not look at Daniel. She said:

— Tehillah. Do you yourself validate this conditional berakha?

— I validate it as the third bearer in the Yokheved line. My grandfather zatsal transmitted halakhic authority to me at eighteen following the Yokheved model, which exempts pass-women from the male rabbinic signature for conditional unions between bearers of the scroll. It is a rare halakha. Three known cases since the Maharal of Prague zatsal. But it is valid.

Avigaïl lowered her head, and Daniel understood she was not contesting, because the third bearer had just rendered halakhically legitimate, in four sentences, what Daniel and Avigaïl had forbidden themselves for thirteen days. They would sleep together that night. Not by decision. By halakha.

They did not sleep. Not from tension. From waiting. They lay on their backs, not touching, exactly ten centimeters apart, and they listened to the sounds of Yoel Salomon Street — a cat crossing the tiles at five past midnight, a motorcycle engine pulling away toward Tsion Square at twelve past, the brief hiss of an iron on the third floor that reminded Daniel of something from Casablanca at age six.

At fifteen past midnight, Avigaïl said, without turning:

— Daniel.

— Yes.

— My uncle Yaakov is on the bus.

— I know.

— He knows he is my uncle in the way I have always known. But he does not yet know he is my uncle in the way my grandfather zatsal knew for forty years without telling him.

— He will learn at four.

— He will learn at four.

A silence. Then she added:

— And I will learn at the same time he does. Because I did not know either.

Daniel did not answer. He turned his head a few degrees toward her. Avigaïl was looking at the ceiling. Her profile, in the half-light, kept the precision of a Pelikan stroke on vellum.

At eighteen past midnight, on Yoel Salomon Street, thirty meters down from the gate of number twenty-two, a man in a navy sweater and a beige canvas cap walked past, slowed imperceptibly at the house’s height, and went on without stopping. He was walking toward Tsion Square. Avner Ben-Ezri, posted at the attic window of a neighboring house since five to midnight, saw him, took a photo with his phone set on silent, and sent the image to Mahmoud Khalil.

Mahmoud’s text came back at twenty-two past midnight.

Reza Mohebbi. Confirmed. He passed the house. He will not return before two in the morning. He is watching.

Avner laid the phone on the attic windowsill. He looked at the street. He thought of Yaakov Eichenbaum on the bus, three hours and forty-two minutes from Jerusalem.

He thought that the three bearers and the fourth scribe would be in the same room in three hours and forty-two minutes for the first time since the year ninety of the common era. And thirty meters below, on the street, an Iranian of thirty-four who knew none of it was unknowingly waiting for the moment his cell would attack a house that would contain, at five twenty-three in the morning, the Yokheved quill, the two halves of Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya’s scroll, the eleventh point of Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi, and the three signatures that would leave for Pessah at Saint Peter’s Square in eleven months.

Avner clicked the safety on his Beretta. He sat down in the armchair. He watched the street.

It was twelve twenty-three a.m., Tuesday the nineteenth of May, two thousand twenty-six, and there were three hours and thirty-seven minutes left before the Yokheved scribe-pass line recognized itself out loud for the first time in written history.
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Chapter 19 — Yoel Salomon Twenty-Two, Zero Forty-Five

Reza Mohebbi was thirty-four and he did not consider himself a wicked man.

He had grown up in Mashhad, in the neighborhood of the great mosque of Imam Reza, son of a carpet merchant who could not read Arabic but had recited Surah al-Baqara by heart since the age of nine. His childhood house had a square courtyard with a lemon tree at the center. Beneath that lemon tree, in nineteen ninety-nine, his sister Marziyeh — seven years old, two brown braids drawn tight at the temples, a pink schoolbag she opened every evening on the edge of the basin to show Reza her pages of Arabic — had died.

The version told to him at nine, and which Reza had carried for twenty-five years in the inner pocket of every operational jacket he owned, was that Marziyeh had been killed by an Israeli strike launched from Lebanese territory in retaliation for a Hezbollah firing that had not taken place — a phantom firing, a diplomatic coincidence, a debt to be collected in blood. Reza had never seen the strike. No one in Mashhad had seen it. But Marziyeh’s body had been brought back from the hospital without her pink schoolbag, and Reza’s father had said, laying his hand on his only son’s head: “My child, the Jewish child has killed the Muslim child. You will grow up, and you will do what I should have done.”

Reza had grown up. He had done what he was told.

He had entered the Sixth Quds Brigade in two thousand sixteen, at twenty-four, after four years at the Tehran Higher Military Academy. He had chosen the Diaspora branch — the most dangerous, the most exposed, but also the most clean by internal code: civilians were not attacked, operations targeted military and intelligence assets only. Reza had set this condition at recruitment. He would not kill children. Not the way the Jewish child had killed Marziyeh. His vengeance would be clean — surgical, aimed at the true responsible parties: the Mossad operators, the architects of targeted assassinations, the shadow men who decided in Tel Aviv which family would die in which city the following month.

At zero eighteen on this Wednesday, May 20, two thousand twenty-six, Reza Mohebbi was sitting in a white Toyota Corolla registered in Beit Shemesh — rented three weeks earlier by an Israeli-Arab intermediary under the name of an imaginary cousin — at the corner of Yoel Salomon and Heleni HaMalka, exactly eighty meters from the Tsadok 1973 building. He wore a navy-blue sweater of a German brand bought in Istanbul, a beige cap without a logo, and a Glock 19 in the right inner pocket of his windbreaker. The Glock was not his weapon of choice. Reza preferred knives — cleaner, quieter, more respectful of the body of the target. But Hosseini had insisted on the Glock this time. Hosseini had said: “You will not have time for a knife. If the moment comes, you fire at distance. Three rounds, exit through the back of the vehicle, you disappear into the Old City through Damascus Gate.”

Reza thought of his sister as he watched the first-floor window of the Tsadok 1973 building. The light had been out since five past midnight. No one was moving. That was good — that was how he had imagined the operation during the six weeks of preparation in Mashhad. The Zionists would sleep. Hosseini would decide. Mohebbi would wait for the order.

Mohebbi did not know — and would never have believed had he known — that the strike that had killed his sister Marziyeh in nineteen ninety-nine was not Israeli. It was a defective Syrian missile, fired from the Beqaa by the regime of Hafez al-Assad onto his own population to suppress a Sunni revolt brewing in Hama. Marziyeh, visiting a cousin in Aleppo that month, had been killed by the regime Reza served today without knowing it. Reza’s father, a pious carpet merchant ignorant of military matters, had never known how to tell an Israeli strike from a Syrian missile. He had taken at face value the version given by the mullah of the great mosque, who himself held it from the regional Sepah office which had been briefed by Tehran to tell that version to every bereaved family of that summer in order to prepare the third Quds recruitment wave.

Reza had spent his man’s life avenging his sister against the wrong enemy. And he would never know.

This was why Reza Mohebbi was not a wicked man. He was a deceived man. And the line between the two is so thin that for four thousand years no generation has been able to draw it without weeping.




Back Room, Yoel Salomon Street, Two in the Morning

Daniel had not slept.

He lay on his back, head turned to the ceiling, hands set on his belly, exactly ten centimeters from Avigaïl, who was not sleeping either. The white cotton sheet — thick, heavy, Birzeit cotton that Tehillah bought at the Mahane Yehuda market each autumn — separated their two bodies by an extra layer. The tallit of Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal waited for its bearer in the next room. The street below had been silent for thirty-three minutes — a cat had crossed the roof cornice at five past midnight, and nothing since.

— Daniel, said Avigaïl without turning.

— Yes.

— My grandfather זצ״ל wrote in his journal of 1995 on the day we were born.

— You know this?

— I know it because my uncle Yaakov knows. If my grandfather wrote the conditional berakhah, he set it down in his journal. And the journal is in the safe in Tzfat. And the key to the safe is in the inner pocket of my uncle Yaakov’s jacket. Which means that in two hours, we will know.

Daniel closed his eyes. He thought of his father Yossef Vidal zatsal, who had died at Hadassah in two thousand eighteen, the day before Tisha B’Av, after sixteen weeks of agony. He thought of Yaakov’s blue canvas jacket, which held the same category of object — a key that opens a box that holds a page written by a dead man. All Jewish families of this intensity ended up with at least one safe key in the inner pocket of a jacket worn twenty-two years without being washed.

— Avigaïl.

— Yes.

— If the 1995 conditional berakhah is validated by the journal and by Tehillah, we are married under Sephardic halakha.

— We have been since this afternoon, thirteen fifty-four, according to Tehillah.

— I know. But now we will have the document.

— The document changes nothing of what happened at thirteen fifty-four. The document confirms. It does not institute.

Daniel smiled in the dark. Avigaïl had her grandfather’s halakhic exactness and her mother’s verbal elegance. He said:

— Are you not afraid?

— Of what.

— Of being married under halakha to me without having chosen me freely.

Avigaïl did not answer right away. She stayed silent for two minutes — Daniel counted them by the engine of a neighbor’s air conditioner that switched on every sixty seconds — then she said, very low:

— Daniel. Free choice is an invention of the nations. My grandfather זצ״ל chose my father Hadassah for my mother in 1968 before she was seventeen. My mother accepted. She was not unhappy. Forty-two years of marriage. My father died without her once having had to complain about the halakha he applied at home. Free choice in the Western romantic sense is a fiction that makes people unhappy. What makes people happy is to receive a burden one had not asked for and to carry it with exactness. My grandfather זצ״ל inscribed me in the berakhah in 1995. I discover it today. I carry.

Daniel opened his eyes again. He fixed the ceiling for five seconds. He said:

— You are right.

— I know.

The cat passed the cornice again at two oh three.





Tachana Merkazit Yitshak Navon, Jerusalem, Three Twenty-Six

Yaakov Eichenbaum stepped off Egged bus 982 at the Yitshak Navon central station in Jerusalem at three twenty-six in the morning, seventeen minutes ahead of schedule — the driver had pushed hard on Route 6, and the border police checkpoints in the Samaria hills had not held him up. Yaakov took his brown leather briefcase, went down the three metal steps without using the railing, and walked toward the southern exit of the station.

The night air of Jerusalem on this third of Sivan had the dryness specific to altitude — seven hundred eighty meters above sea level, twenty-two degrees Celsius, fifteen percent humidity — and Yaakov recognized the mix. He had been a student at the Porat Yosef yeshiva at seventeen, in nineteen eighty-one, and he had gone out every night for eight months to breathe this dry air between the walls of the Old City. The air of Jerusalem at night was like no other air on this planet. It was not forgotten. It came back at the first breath after forty-five years, like an alphabet learned at six.

On the station forecourt, three taxis waited. Yaakov went toward the third — not the first, which was the tactical rule of every Jewish operator since the attacks of the early two thousands (the first taxi is the one the terrorist has chosen to lie in wait; the third is the one belonging to an honest driver who has been waiting two hours), and not the second either (which could be an accomplice). The third taxi was a white Mercedes with the passenger door open, and the driver, an Israeli-Arab man of about fifty-five, was reading a newspaper in Arabic and drinking mint tea from a thermos.

— Good evening. Yoel Salomon twenty-one.

— Good evening. Sixty-two shekels.

— Fine.

Yaakov got in the back, set the briefcase beside him, and the taxi pulled out. The driver did not say a word during the seven minutes of the ride. He knew Yoel Salomon — it was a street he did twice a week for doctors of the Bikur Holim hospital and for two Orthodox Jewish families who used neither Uber nor Gett. At three forty-two, the taxi dropped Yaakov at the corner of Yoel Salomon and Heleni HaMalka — precisely two hundred meters before the Tsadok 1973 building, on the west side, in a blind spot of the two municipal cameras covering the street.

Yaakov paid sixty-two shekels in cash. The driver said: Layla saïdé. Yaakov answered: Layla saïdé. The taxi pulled away.

Yaakov took seventeen steps on the north sidewalk, briefcase in hand. Nine meters from the corner, an elderly man stepped out of the shadow of a doorway — a Palestinian Sunni of sixty-one, black slippers, a jute bag on the shoulder. Mahmoud Khalil.

Mahmoud said nothing. He raised his right hand, palm forward, half a meter. Yaakov stopped. Mahmoud watched the street behind Yaakov for six seconds. No step. No reflection. No shadow that shifted. Mahmoud lowered his hand and nodded once.

— You are Doctor Eichenbaum.

— Yes.

— I am Avner’s friend. Eighty meters in front of us, at the corner, in a white Corolla. A man in a navy sweater. He cannot see us from here because a magnolia cuts off the angle. But from the gate, you will be visible for seven seconds. Walk normally. Do not look at the car. Ring three long, one short. Tehillah will come down in eighteen seconds.

— You are sure of Tehillah?

— She has done the same waiting you have done, for twenty-six years. She will be at the door before you have raised your finger a second time.

Yaakov nodded. Mahmoud disappeared into the shadow of the doorway.

Yaakov walked the remaining seventy-three steps normally, the briefcase in his right hand, the tallit in the inner pocket of the blue canvas jacket against his chest, and he rang the buzzer three long, one short, at exactly three fifty-five.

The door opened in seventeen seconds.





First Floor, Tsadok 1973, Four in the Morning

Tehillah did not put out her hand to Yaakov. She could not — the strictly held Sephardic halakha forbade an elderly widowed woman from extending her hand to a man who was not of her close family, and Yaakov, despite the distant link through the Tubol of Holon, was not of the first circle. Tehillah bowed by half a degree. Yaakov bowed by half a degree. They recognized each other without touching, the way the old Jews of Sanaa did when they crossed a Jew of Tiberias in the market.

Yaakov stepped into the apartment. He set the briefcase on the olive-wood table. He looked over the room — the table, the four chairs, the frame turned to the wall, the faded red carpet. He said:

— The tallit.

— In the room to my left. The door is open. Avigaïl and Daniel are waiting in the back room. They have not yet come into the salon because they did not want to be there when you came in. They respect. You put on the tallit. You pray twenty minutes. When you are ready, you knock on the back room door and they come out.

Yaakov nodded. He took the tallit in the whitewashed room. He searched for east by the least-white mezuzah on the western wall — the one Tehillah had not repainted in fourteen years. East was on the other side. Yaakov turned toward that direction. He unfolded the tallit. He said the berakhah in a low voice — barukh ata השם eloheinu melekh ha-olam asher kidshanu bemitzvotav vetzivanu lehit’atef batzitzit (Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us with His commandments and commanded us to wrap ourselves in the fringes). He drew the tallit around his shoulders. He felt, at the instant the fabric touched the back of his neck, the same throb in the left carotid he had felt on the bus at twenty-three thirty on Route 6 between Tiberias and Megiddo. The throb of the hand of Yokheved tapping the alphabet on the left palm of a child in a basket of reeds.

Yaakov wept, for the first time since his father zatsal’s burial in two thousand eleven, soundless, face toward east, tallit on his shoulders, in the whitewashed room of a Yemenite woman of twenty-eight who had carried this charge for him without his knowing for sixteen years.

At four twelve, he knocked at the back-room door.





Salon, Four Fifteen

Avigaïl came in first. She wore a long dress of night-blue cotton, a navy scarf over her hair, and her hands crossed at the waist — the halakhic posture of Sephardic women approaching a paternal male relative they have not seen in a long time. She stopped a meter and a half from Yaakov. She said, in Hebrew, very low:

— My uncle.

— My niece.

Daniel stood behind, two paces. He did not speak. Tehillah was seated at the olive-wood table, hands flat on the wood.

Yaakov looked at Avigaïl for six seconds. He said:

— Avigaïl. I know now why your grandfather זצ״ל taught me to read in a basket of reeds when I was seven in Tzfat. He did the same with you. I discover it in this room. I did not know it before nine this morning.

— And now you know it.

— Now I know it.

Avigaïl stepped half a pace forward. She did not put out her hand. Yaakov did not either. But what happened in the Yoel Salomon room at four fifteen in the morning was exactly what had happened three thousand two hundred years earlier in a basket of reeds on the Nile: the Yokheved line recognized itself aloud for the first time since the line itself.

Tehillah said, very low, without rising:

— We are four.

Daniel and Avigaïl sat down at the same moment. Yaakov sat down. The room went silent for nine seconds — Tehillah counted them in her head, the way the old Yemenite women of Sanaa did to measure an instant that would not come again.

Then Yaakov said, in Hebrew, low:

— Tehillah. I would like to read my father זצ״ל’s journal of nineteen ninety-five.

— The journal is in Tzfat. The safe is in the wall of your mother’s old room. The key has been in the inner pocket of your blue canvas jacket for fourteen years.

Yaakov drew out the key. A copper key, thin, old, slightly bent to the left from use. He set it on the table.

— I did not know it was the key of the safe. I thought it was the key to a box of my father זצ״ל’s in Tzfat — his bedside table, maybe.

— It is the key of the safe.

Avigaïl looked at the key for four seconds. She said:

— My uncle. If the 1995 berakhah is inscribed in my grandfather זצ״ל’s journal — then Daniel and I are married under Sephardic halakha since this afternoon thirteen fifty-four.

— You are.

— You validate it?

— I have nothing to validate. The berakhah of my father זצ״ל validates. My father זצ״ל wrote the berakhah in nineteen ninety-five knowing that I would be the fourth bearer in two thousand twenty-six. He wrote it under the Yokheved model that Sephardic scribe-passes have practiced since the sixteenth century. He countersigned it with an aleph — the signature that authenticates without clarity. I saw it in the letter Tehillah relayed to me by voice on the phone this morning. The berakhah is valid. I authenticate it with my scribe-pass Yokheved name: ב.

Yaakov drew a reed pen from the inner pocket of the blue canvas jacket. He drew out a small vial of black ink. He took the key of the safe, turned it over, and inscribed on the back of the metal, on the flat zone of the bit, a single Hebrew letter: ב. Beit. The letter of the second-generation Yokheved scribe-passes.

Tehillah nodded. Daniel laid his right hand on the table, open, palm up. Avigaïl laid her left hand next to Daniel’s — exactly ten centimeters away, no contact. Tehillah added her right hand at half a meter from the two. Yaakov laid his left hand in the middle. The four hands formed a halakhic-signature quadrilateral without bodily contact — the configuration of the Yokheved scribe-passes for validated conditional unions.

At four twenty-six in the morning, the 1995 berakhah konditzionalit of permitted yichud between Daniel Vidal Cohen and Avigaïl bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum was authenticated by the three Yokheved lines together — the third bearer (Tehillah), the second-generation scribe-pass (Yaakov), and the two sealed bearers (Daniel, Avigaïl).

No classical rabbinical male witness in the sense of kiddushin. No ketubah signed in ink before two edim. The Sephardic-Yokheved marriage does without the classical model because it belongs to a rare halakha — three known cases since the Maharal of Prague zatsal — that activates of itself when the cosmological conditions are met. The cosmological conditions had been met since thirteen fifty-four the day before. At four twenty-six, the human quartet had validated them.

Daniel and Avigaïl were married under Sephardic halakha.





Toyota Corolla, Corner Yoel Salomon-Heleni HaMalka, Four Fifty-Five

Reza Mohebbi saw the light come on at the first floor at four twenty-four.

He had not expected light at that hour. The Zionists slept — that was Hosseini’s doctrine, that was the pattern he had observed since midnight, that was what should be happening. Reza set his thermos of black coffee on the dashboard and looked. The light stayed on. Someone had entered the house between four and four twenty-six without his seeing it.

Reza checked his phone. No message. He called Hosseini.

Ring. Ring. Ring. No answer. Hosseini was asleep at the Notre Dame — that was what he did before a precision operation. Reza hung up.

He called Tabrizi.

— Answer.

— What is happening, Reza.

— Light on at the first floor of Yoel Salomon twenty-seven. Someone entered between four and four twenty-eight without my seeing him. The street is a blind angle for my position from the west. If I have to move, I need the order.

— Wait.

Tabrizi set down his phone. Reza heard him walk in a hotel room — carpet sound, faucet sound, return to the bedroom. Tabrizi took the phone back.

— Reza. Hosseini is asleep. I do not wake him before five thirty — that is his firm instruction. You — you stay in position. No approach. No attack. Visual only.* You photograph if you can. If the light does not go off before six, we shift to active surveillance for the whole day. We take them tomorrow night, not tonight.*

— Understood.

— Reza.

— Yes.

— You did not see who came in. That is important. The house may have another entrance you have not spotted. Tomorrow morning we will map the rear exits from the neighboring roofs. But tonight, you observe. That is all.

— Understood.

Reza hung up. He looked at the first-floor light. He thought of Marziyeh. He thought of the back of her little-girl neck at seven, with the two brown braids drawn tight at the temples. He thought he was doing what he had to do. That his father would have been proud. That in these lit windows there might be the men who had ordered the firing that had killed his sister. That twenty-five years of patience would at last yield their fruit. That the purity of his intention authorized him to wait. That השם — no, Allah, Allah, never השם in his inner vocabulary — would authorize tomorrow what he refused tonight.

Reza did not know that at this instant, twenty-six meters above him on the roof of the building at number 17 Yoel Salomon, Avner Ben-Ezri was photographing his white Toyota Corolla with a Zeiss night-vision telephoto, and that Mahmoud Khalil — sixty-one, Sunni, childhood friend of a distant cousin of Reza’s through the Mohebbi of Damascus — was confirming the identification in a low voice into a Nokia 3310 to Avner from the doorway across. Reza believed he was protecting his dead sister. He was betraying her without knowing it, because the man who had recruited her for the cause was a lie staged by the very regime that had killed Marziyeh at Hama twenty-five years earlier.

Idolatry always begins with a real pain handed to the wrong physician.





Salon, Four Fifty-Eight

Yaakov opened the brown leather briefcase and took out the sealed envelope his father zatsal had left him in two thousand eleven. Not Tehillah’s envelope — the other. The one his father had written twelve years before his death and had had carried to Yaakov on the day of the burial through Mme Cohen, the secretary of the Tzfat consulting room. Yaakov had never opened it. The beeswax was intact, sealed with an aleph in a triangle.

— Before dawn, said Yaakov. My father זצ״ל wrote to me in nineteen ninety-nine, twelve years before his death. This envelope has not been opened since. It contains what is needed for Pessach at St. Peter’s Square.

Tehillah, Avigaïl, Daniel said nothing. Yaakov melted the wax in the flame of a Shabbat candle Tehillah had prepared by habit (never a Sephardic house without a candle ready for a case like this one). He broke the seal. Inside, a single sheet of parchment folded in eight, identical to the Yemen and Rome fragments.

On this sheet, only three lines were written. And the fourth — empty.

Avigaïl read, in archaic Hebrew, very low:

— “The Yokheved scribe-pass does not sign. He bears. And the one who bears is the living one who has seen die.”

Daniel recognized, at the fourth second, that this implicit verse — the living one who has seen die — designated Yaakov. Yaakov had seen his father Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal die in two thousand eleven in Tzfat, at three seventeen in the morning, and had closed his eyes by the family gesture transmitted over four generations. He looked at Yaakov.

Yaakov set the sheet flat on the olive-wood table. He said, low, without looking at Daniel:

— Daniel. Your father Yossef Vidal זצ״ל and mine spoke to each other twice in their lives. The first time in nineteen eighty-four, by phone, on the subject of a letter they did not want to write. The second time in two thousand sixteen, at Hadassah Ein Kerem, when my father came from Tzfat to visit yours two years before the end. They spoke three hours in room 412. When my father came out, he said one phrase to me: “Yaakov, the Vidal son will bear the pen the Vidal son will not have wanted to bear.” My father died eight weeks later. Your father died two years later. You never knew they had spoken that evening. I could not tell you before.

Daniel did not weep. He looked at the fourth empty line of the parchment and he said, very low:

— At Pessach at St. Peter’s Square, I will sign this fourth line bearing the pen my father agreed to pass on without bearing himself.

Yaakov set his right hand on his heart. Avigaïl set her left hand on Daniel’s left forearm — first skin-on-skin contact between them in thirteen days, authorized by Sephardic-Yokheved halakha since three minutes by the authenticated conditional berakhah. Tehillah closed her eyes.

At five in the morning, in a room of Yoel Salomon twenty-nine, the four bearers of the Yokheved scribe-pass line held in hand the sheet no human eye had read since the year ninety of the common era.

And eighty meters away, in a white Toyota Corolla, Reza Mohebbi waited for the order that would not come before the following night.





Yoel Salomon Thirty-One, Five Fifteen

Avner Ben-Ezri came down from the roof of building 17 by the service staircase at five oh five. He met Mahmoud at the corner of Heleni HaMalka. Mahmoud confirmed: Mohebbi is staying in position. No attack order. Hosseini is asleep at the Notre Dame. Tabrizi is cautious. They are going to play for time.

Avner climbed the three flights of the Tsadok 1973 building without using the elevator. He rang at five twelve, three long and one short. Tehillah opened.

Avner entered. He saw the four around the table. The unfolded parchment. The copper key marked with an aleph and a beit. The folded tallit on the chair.

He said, in Hebrew, low:

— I photographed Mohebbi. Identification confirmed. No attack tonight. They will try tomorrow. So we have eighteen hours to get you out of Jerusalem.

Yaakov looked at Avner.

— You get us out how.

— Southern border. Allenby Bridge tomorrow at nine in the morning. You cross into Jordan as a quartet of medical tourists. Yaakov is officially an emergency physician on consultation for a sheikh of Amman — I have the diplomatic cover. Daniel and Avigaïl are your children. Tehillah is your sister-in-law. You travel under four Jordanian diplomatic passports that Mahmoud obtained through his niece Lina, who works at the embassy. From Jordan, you take a Royal Jordanian flight Amman-Athens at fifteen ten. From Athens, you take the night train to Patras. At Patras, a cargo ship chartered by the Aboabs takes you to Civitavecchia. At Civitavecchia, Brother Khachatour, alerted four days ago by Tobias Pereira, will be waiting in an Armenian Patriarchate car. You are in Rome before Pessach five seven five five.

Daniel looked at Avner.

— Khachatour?

— The Armenian monk of the Archives who passed you the basement-level-minus-three map at Fiumicino. Descendant of the Armenian community of Jerusalem. Tobias Pereira contacted him forty-eight hours after the death of Sister Maria Battista. Khachatour has agreed to take over the Roman pass. He knows. He is with us.

Avigaïl closed her eyes. Yaakov nodded. Tehillah said very low:

— Allenby Bridge.

— Allenby Bridge.

At five fifteen in the morning, in the kitchen of Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi, the plan for Pessach at St. Peter’s Square was formed. Not written. Formed. The four bearers and Avner Ben-Ezri held in silence the first hour of the eleventh month of waiting.

The bush was burning. It was not consumed.

At five nineteen, the Jerusalem sun lit the stone wall west of Zion Square, and Reza Mohebbi, in his white Toyota Corolla, still did not know he had been photographed, identified, and that within an hour he would receive an order that would be of no use.

It was the exact measure of an idolatry that serves the lie without knowing.
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Chapter 20 — HaSorgim Street, 3 Sivan 5786, at Dawn

Reza Mohebbi should not have stepped out of the Corolla.

He knew it the second the door slammed. Too loud. Too soon. The standing order said visual only. But the phone had buzzed on the dashboard a few minutes earlier — a message from Massoud Tabrizi: “Municipal camera HaSorgim. Verify. Ninety seconds on the ground maximum.”

Ninety seconds.

The cement of Jerusalem’s sidewalks holds the cold of the night until the light begins to skim the stones. The rubber soles of the sneakers made no sound. The navy sweater clung to the back of his neck. The beige cap without a logo. The Glock 19 left under the seat, too heavy at ten meters. The knife only. Twelve-centimeter blade, camel-bone grip, Yemenite curve. The clean stroke.

Forty meters to the corner.

Thirty.

Twenty.

The silhouette appeared under the porch of number 19. Maybe sixty years old. Blue canvas jacket. Brown leather doctor’s case in the right hand. A small black kippah under a grey felt hat. The man walked slowly, with a stooped back, a neighborhood doctor coming home from a night shift.

The doctor of Tzfat.

The left carotid pounded beneath the wool of the sweater. Once. Twice. Three times.

Reza slid his right hand under the sweater. Palm against the camel bone. The blade came out without a sound. He held it along the right thigh, point toward the ground. Three steps. Two.

The arm.

It was not his. A dry, thin hand closed on Reza’s right wrist at the exact location of the flexor carpi radialis tendon — pressure that was medical, calibrated, not brutal — and the blade froze forty centimeters from the blue canvas jacket. Reza’s hand could not close. The tendon had been cut without a blade, by a thumb that knew where to press.

Reza turned his head.

Sixty-one years old. Black babouches. Burlap bag over the left shoulder. Long brown face, dry. A three-centimeter scar above the right eyebrow.

— שמר על שקט. Shmor al sheket. (Stay silent.)

Hebrew. Vocalized Hebrew. Hebrew of Sanaa-Tiberias from the mouth of a Sunni Palestinian out of Bethlehem.

Reza’s blood dropped into his belly. Not from the blade, which had touched nothing. From the tongue. The language spoken eight centimeters from his ear was the language of the enemy. The man in babouches was not an ordinary Arab who had picked the wrong morning. He was an operator. From the network. And the network had been waiting for him.

Reza’s right hand opened on its own. The knife fell. The cement made no sound — the black babouche was beneath it a millisecond before impact.

— אל תזוז. Al tazuz. (Do not move.)

Six meters ahead, the doctor of Tzfat kept walking. He did not turn his head. He did not slow down. He knew nothing. He passed the corner of HaSorgim, took Heleni HaMalka Street to the south, and disappeared into the hollow of the alley that drops toward Yaffo.

The man in babouches pushed Reza with no visible force toward the Jerusalem stone wall of number 19. Reza’s back struck stone. Not hard. The cold of the stone went through the sweater in less than a second and settled at the base of his neck. The smell of the burlap bag rose — cumin, fennel, perhaps a spoiled fruit.

The man spoke very close. At eight centimeters. In Hebrew.

— מרזייה לא מתה מיד יהודי. טיל סורי מהבקעה הרג אותה בחלב. אתה משרת את מי שרצח אותה. Marziyeh lo meta mi-yad yehudi. Til Suri me-ha-bika ha-rag otah be-Halab. Atah mesharet et mi she-ratsah otah. (Marziyeh did not die by a Jewish hand. A Syrian missile from the Beqaa killed her in Aleppo. You serve the man who murdered her.)

Reza did not breathe.

Marziyeh. The name spoken in Hebrew by a Palestinian mouth on a Jerusalem street at dawn. The name no stranger should have known. The name his carpet-merchant father had spoken aloud only twice in twenty-five years, and always in Farsi, never in front of a stranger.

The heart slammed against the ribs. Four times. Five. The sound was audible in the silence of HaSorgim. Sweat broke at the hairline, slid behind the left ear, ran down the side of the neck to the collar of the sweater.

The man in babouches drew a Nokia 3310 from his left pocket. Two keys. He raised the screen to the height of Reza’s face.

A photograph. Marziyeh Mohebbi, seven years old, two brown braids drawn tight at the temples, a pink schoolbag, standing in a courtyard that was not the courtyard of Mashhad. A lemon tree. A stone basin. The back wall painted by hand with Arabic slogans — Baath, Hafez al-Assad, the Syrian flag. Stamp in the bottom right corner: Studio Al-Halabi — Aleppo — 12 August 1999.

Eleven days before the strike.

The man turned off the screen. He slid the phone into his pocket. He picked up the Yemenite knife without bending more than fifteen centimeters. The blade vanished into the burlap bag.

He took Reza by the right elbow — not the wrist, the elbow, a counter-pressure hold. Two steps backward into the doorway of number 17.

Three words in Hebrew.

— חזר. המכונית. חכה. Khazor. Ha-mekhonit. Khakeh. (Return. The car. Wait.)

Reza had less than two seconds to decide. Shout. Headbutt. Run. He made four choices at once and executed none.

He walked.

Eighty meters to the Toyota Corolla. Steps turned forward, never back. The pounding heart had not slowed — it had changed rhythm, scattered now, two tight beats then a hollow then three quick then a blank.

He sat. He shut the door — less hard than the first time.

The black coffee had gone cold on the dashboard. A fly buzzed against the passenger window.

The stomach contracted without warning.

Reza opened the passenger door. He leaned over. The plastic bag from yesterday’s sandwich was on the floor mat. He vomited into it. Once. Twice. Three. The taste of black coffee and bile. The saliva that ran without being stopped.

He closed the bag. He closed the door.

The right hand trembled. The flexor carpi radialis tendon had recovered its function. The hand trembled anyway.

In the doorway of number 17, the man in babouches lit a cigarette he did not smoke. He held it between the index and middle finger of the left hand, a cover detail, smoke rising on its own.

— ברוך השם. Barukh ha-Shem. (Blessed is the Name.)

Beyond the corner, on Yaffo, the doctor of Tzfat was climbing into a taxi ordered under a name that was not his. He knew nothing. He had nothing to know.




Yoel Salomon Twenty-Two, Late Morning

Tehillah had not closed an eye all night.

She had cleaned the kitchen twice. She had mended a sheet. She had prepared bulgur with chickpeas that had not been eaten. At nine thirty, the fixed-line phone rang three times and hung up. Mahmoud code. Tehillah lifted the receiver, listened two seconds to the busy tone, hung up. Mahmoud code meant: Mohebbi neutralized without noise. Doctor cleared. South exit clean.

Tehillah sat down. For the first time since four twenty-six in the morning.

Daniel came down the stairs at ten twenty. Avigaïl at ten twenty-five. They ate the bulgur without speaking. Tehillah served them mint tea. No one asked where Yaakov was. Everyone knew. Yaakov was in Rehavia at the Aboulkers’, waiting for nightfall.

Avigaïl set the empty cup on the table.

— Tehillah.

— Yes.

— What time do we leave?

— When the sun sets behind the Temple Mount, Avner gets into the minivan. He decides the minute.

Avigaïl nodded. Daniel stayed silent. The black leather bag of his father Yossef Vidal zatsal sat on the straight-backed chair near the door. The strap stitched six times. The Yemenite parchment folded in eight inside. The six-pointed medallion with one point truncated in the right inner pocket of the jacket.

Outside, the sound of an air conditioner. The sound of a cat on the cornice. The sound of a garage door closing two streets away.

Nothing else.





Grey Hyundai H1, Route 90, Descent Toward the Dead Sea, 4 Sivan 5786, After Sunset

Avner was driving.

Hands at ten and two on the wheel. Speed exactly ninety-five kilometers per hour. Headlights on low. Radio off.

Yaakov beside him. Blue canvas jacket. Brown leather doctor’s case at his feet. He had climbed into the minivan on Hillel Street at nine ten in the evening, after crossing the Rehavia neighborhood on foot under three coordinated cover changes managed by Mahmoud — exit from the Aboulker house in a doctor’s suit, change at the Ramban Beith Haknesset into a dark shirt, third cover in canvas jacket behind the Mahane Yehuda market.

In the back, Tehillah on the sliding-door side, Avigaïl in the middle, Daniel near the opposite window. The black leather bag between Daniel’s knees. Avigaïl’s archaeologist’s blade in the left sleeve. Tehillah’s black scarf wrapped twice around the neck.

Route 1 first. Then Route 90.

Thirty-six kilometers down to the lowest point on the planet. Atmospheric pressure climbing with every kilometer. The ears that block. The hum.

At Nokdim, two Israeli police cars crossed the minivan in the opposite direction. Avner did not change speed. Headlights on low. The officers did not turn their heads.

At Ein Gedi, a blue sign — Dead Sea. Thirty kilometers.

At Ein Bokek, eleven fifty in the evening. The Hotel Lot. A Bukharian night clerk watching his match. Four keys without papers. Rooms 12, 14, 16, 18. Number 18 left empty to blur the registry.

Daniel closed the door of room 16 behind Avigaïl. He set the bag on the bed. The window opened on the motionless sea. Salt cracked at the edges of the paths.

Avigaïl came closer. She set the right hand flat on Daniel’s chest — on the fabric of the shirt, at the place of the six-branched scar. Daniel set the left hand on Avigaïl’s nape. To recognize her, not to draw her closer.

Outside, on the cornice of the roof, a wild cat passed.

Tehillah, in room 12, read two pages of Tehillim (Psalms) in Hebrew without nikud (without vocalization marks), in a very low voice. Yaakov, in number 14, did not sleep. Avner set his watch to five forty.

The 4th of Sivan 5786 began under the salt.

Seventy-two kilometers to the north, in a Jerusalem street that no longer carried a name in any report, Reza Mohebbi had not stepped out of his Toyota Corolla for fifteen and a half hours. The vomit bag was still on the passenger seat. Tabrizi had called twice without answer. Hosseini had transferred to Vienna in the afternoon.

Reza thought of Marziyeh.

For the first time in twenty-five years, he thought of Marziyeh without the filter of the mullah of Mashhad, without the filter of the Sepah, without the filter of his carpet-merchant father. Marziyeh, seven years old, in a courtyard in Aleppo, on the twelfth of August nineteen ninety-nine. Photographer Al-Halabi.

He took the Glock 19 from under the seat. He set it on his knees. He did not load it. He looked at it.

He waited.

He no longer knew whom he was waiting for.
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Chapter 21 — Allenby Bridge — Waiting Line

Thirty-nine degrees Celsius. The asphalt was cooking.

A fly landed on the windshield and did not lift off.

Avner stepped out of the minivan. He took two steps. He came back.

Yaakov did not turn his head.

— Booth three.

In the back, Daniel was breathing through the mouth. Sweat behind the right ear. The six-branched scar was pounding beneath the shirt.

Avigaïl was not looking at the booth. She was fixing the back of Yaakov’s neck. Yaakov’s vertebrae stood out beneath the skin of the collar. Avigaïl was seeing this for the first time in two days.

Tehillah had her eyes shut. Hands folded on the burlap bag. A Yemenite stillness of fifty-and-some years that knows how to wait.

Booth three. Forty years old, roughly. No beard. Visor down.

Under the right index finger, when he passed a passport back to the Polish pilgrim before, a minute tattoo. A five-pointed star. Point down.

Quds.

Avner pulled out his phone. Six digits. A vibration.

Bar-Lev. 5784. Syrian aunt. Avoid.

Avner’s jaw clenched. Once.

The Polish bus inched forward. Three meters. A baby screamed inside. The mother, exhausted, jostled it without strength.

Yaakov said, in Hebrew, very low:

— אבנר. כמה זמן? Avner. Kama zman? (Avner. How long?)

— שבע דקות. Sheva dakot. (Seven minutes.)

Seven minutes.

Daniel closed his eyes. His tongue stuck to the palate.

Avner climbed out of the minivan. He walked toward the post chief’s office. He went in. He shut the door behind him without a sound.

Inside the minivan, the air-conditioner fan made an irregular clicking. Daniel followed it with his ears so as not to hear his own breath. Avigaïl did not follow it — she was watching the tattoo through the windshield, she had not lowered her eyes since Avner had said booth three.

Sixty-three seconds.

The sergeant at the office exit raised his right hand. Switch. Lane two.

Avner came out. He climbed back in. Not a word.

Booth four. A girl of twenty-five. Ponytail. Deep circles. A coffee stain on the collar of the uniform. She had not slept.

She stamped the four passports in seven seconds. Not a direct look.

Six meters to the right, Bar-Lev slowly turned his head toward the minivan.

He saw Tehillah in profile. Black scarf. The left palm pressed flat to the inside of the window.

He pulled out his phone. He typed. He sent.

In Vienna, Hosseini opened his eyes. The phone was vibrating on the night table. Nine words in Farsi.

Family of four. Allenby. Jordanian diplomatic. Direction Amman.

Hosseini did not set the phone down.

— Hamid.

— Yes.

— Austrian flight, fifteen ten. Athens. You with me. No strike. I want the face.

Hosseini stood up. He went to the sink. He drank from the tap directly, bent over, no glass.




No Man’s Land

The minivan slid between the two barriers.

Three hundred and twenty meters. A steel bridge. The Jordan River below, brown, slow. A motionless stork on the Jordanian bank. A coil of barbed wire wound around a rusted post on the Israeli bank.

Avner was driving at ten.

Daniel felt the hot point in the hollow of the right thigh. Not the chest. The thigh.

The blood beat in the right thigh. Four times.

Not a pain.

A recognition.

Avigaïl turned her head toward Daniel because her own right thigh had just gone hot in the fabric of the dress. She did not notice it right away. She noticed it by looking at Daniel.

— גם אתה? Gam atah? (You too?)

Daniel nodded without speaking.

In the front, Yaakov’s right hand closed on the fabric of the trousers ten centimeters above the knee. He coughed to mask.

Tehillah opened the left hand on the burlap bag. The five-millimeter scar caught the slanting light.

Four marks. Not a word.

The minivan reached the Jordanian barrier.





Jordanian Side

The Jordanian customs officer was heavy. Fifties. A mustache trimmed badly. Sweat at the armpits. He smelled of raw onion and a third-rate hammam aftershave.

He raised his right hand, palm forward.

— Doctor Al-Khouri.

— Yes.

— Hospital Amman.

— Yes.

— Out. All of you.

The back of Avner’s neck stiffened. The protocol had not anticipated this.

— Reason?

— Tailgate. The doctor’s case.

Avner opened the door. He climbed down. The Jordanian asphalt stuck to his soles.

He opened the tailgate. The customs officer was breathing through the nose. He opened the doctor’s case. He took the objects out one by one and set them on the asphalt — not from carelessness, to observe them.

A black Littmann stethoscope. A blood pressure cuff. Six boxes of Bisoprolol. A patient file in a plastic binder. An Armenian olivewood crucifix.

The customs officer picked up the crucifix.

— Muslim doctor with a crucifix.

— Gift from an Armenian patient.

The officer belched. The onion reached Avner’s face. Avner did not flinch.

The crucifix fell back into the case. The lid slammed.

— Go.

Avner climbed back in. A sharp start. The minivan cleared the barrier.

In the back, Tehillah inhaled for the first time in thirteen seconds.





Highway 65

Air conditioner failing intermittently. Speed exactly ninety-five.

No one spoke.

Yaakov turned around after four kilometers. He looked at Daniel first. He jumped to Tehillah. He came back to Avigaïl last.

— The right thigh.

— Yes, said Avigaïl. Her voice was broken.

Daniel nodded.

Tehillah said, in Hebrew:

— מעשה אבות סימן לבנים. Maaseh avot siman le-vanim. (The deeds of the fathers are a sign for the sons.)

Avner turned the radio on. He searched. He found an old Amman station.

Fairouz. The Beautiful Country. A 5728 (nineteen sixty-eight) recording. A rarity that the singer had cut in Beirut for a record never distributed outside Lebanon.

The voice rose inside the minivan.

Yaakov closed his eyes.

Avigaïl was weeping without sound, turned toward the rear window — not toward Daniel, not toward Tehillah, toward the window. The tears ran down the right side of the nose and dropped onto the right shoulder of the dress.

Daniel was looking at his own right hand, flat on his own right thigh.

Tehillah was looking at no one. She was listening.

Fifty-two kilometers south of Amman, the minivan passed the carcass of a black sheep crushed on the right lane. Avner pulled left. The radiator clicked.

Tehillah said, without moving:

— תודה. Todah. (Thank you.)

No one asked whom.





Queen Alia

The hall smelled of lemon detergent and cardamom.

The Royal Jordanian agent, Rana, twenty-six, beige hijab, yawned as she handed over the boarding passes. She did not look at anyone.

— Gate B14. Boarding fourteen twenty.

At immigration control, Riad, fifties, mustache, rimless glasses, had a departure form signed. Tehillah signed Salma Al-Khouri. Her hand did not tremble. Riad did not look up.

At thirteen twenty-four, the four crossed the last barrier.

Yaakov turned toward the bay window that opened on the runways. Far off, on the eastern horizon, the silhouette of the mountains of Moab.

He closed his eyes for three seconds. He opened them again.

— ויוסף הורד מצרימה. Ve-Yossef hurad Mitsrayma. (And Yossef was brought down to Egypt.)

Daniel heard. Nodded. Not a word.

Avigaïl walked two paces behind Yaakov, her eyes on the floor.

Tehillah walked to Avigaïl’s right, a meter away. Black scarf pulled low on the brow against the light.

The four moved toward gate B14.

Seven thousand meters above the eastern Mediterranean, two hours fifty later, the blood of Mattatya hai (Mattatya the living) was pounding in the right thigh of the fourteenth scribe at a rhythm no one was measuring.

And someone, in Vienna, was putting on his jacket for the Austrian flight at fifteen ten.
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Chapter 22 — Eleftherios-Venizelos — Arrival Tunnel

The Airbus touched the runway with a hop. The metal shook through the cabin.

Daniel opened his eyes. He had not slept.

Avigaïl, beside him, was looking through the porthole — at her own dirty reflection in the glass, not at the runway.

Tehillah, one row ahead, had not moved for two hours fifty. Yaakov, near the aisle, had opened his eyes at the exact instant the landing gear had touched.

Taxi. Yellow asphalt.

Stop. Eighteen seventeen.

Yaakov stood. Brown leather case in his right hand. He waited for Tehillah to pass.

Tehillah passed without looking at him.

Avigaïl took her bag. She walked past Daniel without looking at him.

Daniel went out last. Black bag pressed to his chest.

At the end of the arrival tunnel, thirty-five meters away, on a grey plastic seat in the transit hall, a man was reading La Repubblica.

Dark grey suit. White shirt. No tie. A black Casio watch on the right wrist, the Casio F-91W cheap model, not the watch of a wealthy man. The right shoe was slightly raised from the floor — the back of the heel did not touch. A blister.

Hosseini.

In person.

The six-branched scar pounded three sharp times against the inside of Daniel’s shirt. The sweat came out behind the right ear, ran down to the collar.

Daniel did not slow.

Avigaïl, two paces behind, said in Hebrew very low:

— האיש היושב. עיתון איטלקי. שעון קסיו. Ha-ish ha-yoshev. Iton Italki. Sha’on Casio. (The seated man. Italian paper. Casio watch.)

Yaakov did not turn his head.

— ראיתי. זה הבוס. Raiti. Zeh ha-boss. (I saw. That is the boss.)

Hosseini looked up from the paper for exactly one second. No more.

Yaakov first. Tehillah second. Daniel last.

Not Avigaïl. He did not have the photograph.

He lowered his eyes again. He turned a page of La Repubblica.

Tehillah passed at one meter twenty. Black scarf on the brow. Ochre-flecked iris hidden under the lids. Not a centimeter off line.

Daniel passed at one meter fifty. The air conditioning blew at his neck from behind. Hosseini was breathing at the same rhythm during the three seconds of passage. Statistical coincidence.

Hosseini did not move.

Passport control. Nine seconds per passport. The Greek officer between fifty and sixty, dyed blond highlights gone to orange at the roots. A northern accent. She had not slept. Stamps. No look.

Exit, baggage zone.

Avner was waiting in a black Passat rented under a borrowed name. Grey cap. White T-shirt. Jeans. Cover identity independent journalist, Yedioth Aharonot.

The four climbed in.

— Hosseini saw you.

— Yes, said Yaakov.

— He looked one second. He lowered his eyes.

— Yes.

— Doctrine: late strike.* He will wait for you at Saint Peter’s Square. Not before.*

Yaakov nodded. Avner accelerated up the ramp toward Highway 6.

In the back, Avigaïl closed her eyes. The fabric of her dress stuck to the right thigh — dried sweat mixed with the fresh sweat of the tunnel.

Tehillah in the middle, hands folded on the burlap bag. Scarf askew.

Daniel, against the opposite door, set the right hand on the black leather bag. The strap stitched six times under the palm. The edge of the Yemenite parchment. Eduardo’s copy in the inner pocket. The scar was still pounding.

— Avner. Cardozo?

— Plaka. Thirty-four minutes. Larissis train at twenty-one twenty-two.

Daniel’s jaw eased a notch.




Plaka — Kydathenaion Alley

The staircase smelled of damp. Paint flaking. A bulb burned out at the second floor. At the third, a yellow bulb pulsing every seven seconds.

Eduardo Cardozo opened on the first knock. A tired beige raincoat over a grey marine sweater. Sixty-three years old. Black eyes with deep circles.

He bowed half a degree to Tehillah. Not to the others.

The apartment ran thirty-two square meters. Three windowless rooms. No view onto the street. A dark wooden table. Four chairs. A halogen lamp set on the floor, plugged into a red power strip.

On the table: an A3 document.

Eduardo turned the lock twice. Extra bolt at knee height.

— שלום. Shalom. (Peace.)

— שלום וברכה. Shalom u-vrakhah. (Peace and blessing.)

Eduardo nodded at the document with his chin.

— Thirty-four minutes.

Yaakov sat. Daniel stayed standing — black leather bag against the right thigh. Avigaïl came up to the table and set both hands flat on it, without sitting, her back arched forward. Tehillah did not approach. She stayed in the doorway of the second room, back against the frame, scarf at eye height.

Eduardo did not ask why the four did not sit together.

— The document. Yehuda-Yeshu Report.* Polycarp ben Yossef, Jewish-Christian scribe of Antioch, year eighty-one of the common era. Operational conversation between Yehuda Iscariot and Yeshu HaNotzri, twenty days before the crucifixion. Yehuda announces he is about to hand over. Yeshu answers. The answer contradicts two thousand years of Catholic doctrine. Suppressed at the Council of Trent in 5305 (fifteen forty-five). Only surviving copy: the Carafa archives. Lombardi pulled it after the death.*

He handed the sheet to Yaakov.

Yaakov set it beneath the halogen. Yellow-white light eating at the edges.

Eduardo read, standing, voice very low, in Judean Aramaic — Yemenite vocalization learned at Belmonte from an old man of Sanaa in 5778 (twenty eighteen):

— לך עשה מה שאתה צריך לעשות. אני לא בא לבטל את התורה. אני בא לקיים אותה. האומרים בשמי שביטלתי אותה הם משקרים עלי. Lekh aseh mah she-atah tsarikh la-asot. Ani lo ba le-vatel et ha-Torah. Ani ba le-kayem otah. Ha-omrim bi-shmi she-bitalti otah hem meshakrim alai. (Go and do what you have to do. I have not come to abolish the Torah. I have come to fulfill it. Those who will say in my name that I abolished it are lying about me.)

No one breathed for four seconds.

Yaakov set the sheet down. His right hand shook. He looked at Daniel.

Daniel said, in French, very low:

— Matthew five seventeen.

— Confirmed by Yeshu himself. Twenty days before the cross. And confirmed by a Jewish-Christian witness of Antioch, the year eighty-three. The document is the weapon.

Avigaïl, hands still flat on the table, did not turn her head toward the sheet. She turned her head toward Daniel. She said, in Hebrew:

— הסוף נחתם. Ha-sof nekhtam. (The end is sealed.)

Tehillah, in the doorway, closed her eyes. A single tear slid from the left corner. It stopped on the upper lip. Tehillah did not wipe it.

Eduardo said nothing for twelve seconds.

He drew a kraft envelope from the inner pocket of the raincoat. Midnight blue wax. The Cardozo seal of Salonika — an eight-pointed star.

— Three copies. One went last night to Tobias Pereira in Assisi by Sephardic diplomatic pouch. One to Khachatour in Rome by Armenian diplomatic pouch this morning. This one is for you, Daniel. Open it on board the cargo ship. Not before.

Daniel took it. He slid it into the inner right pocket, alongside the six-branched medallion.

Eduardo set his eyes on Daniel for three seconds.

— Mr. Vidal. Hosseini will not move before Rome.

— Avner told me.

— Doctrine: late strike.* An old man’s patience. Saint Peter’s Square.*

Eduardo turned to Tehillah.

— גברת שבזי. Geveret Shabazi. (Madam Shabazi.)

— גביר קרדוזו. Gevir Cardozo.

— השם ישמור. Ha-Shem yishmor. (Hashem will guard.)

Tehillah nodded without answering.

Eduardo opened the door. The four went out.

On the staircase, the yellow bulb pulsed five times during the descent.





Syntagma Square

Hosseini was walking on the paving stones.

The blister on the right heel had formed by the fourth step out of the airport. The skin was blistering beneath the black thread sock. The leather of the new Sergio Rossi rubbed at every stride.

He stopped. He sat down on a stone bench in front of the Grande Bretagne Hotel. He looked toward the Parliament two hundred meters away. Two evzone guards with pom-poms. German tourists taking photographs. A pigeon scratching its wing.

He took out his phone.

— Hamid.

— Yes.

— You go back to Rome tonight. Aegean flight, twenty-four fifty. Caruso. Asset Civitavecchia. Activate. Visual confirmation at boarding. Strike on the square. Not before. Not during.

— And you?

— I stay. I walk. I wait for the fatigue to tell me something.

He hung up.

He looked at the pigeon. The pigeon scratched its wing again. A feather fell on the paving.

His cousin Marziyeh — his, not Reza Mohebbi’s — had died of leukemia in 5749 (nineteen eighty-nine) at twelve years old. In Mashhad, Imam Reza Hospital, room 412. No invented strike. An ordinary administrative death. It was because of Marziyeh that he had chosen twenty-four years earlier clean, targeted, military operations. No civilians. No children.

In Athens this evening he had let a Yemenite woman pass, a doctor of Tzfat, a young Sephardic couple.

He had done nothing.

Doctrine. Or something else.

The blister on the heel pricked harder. Hosseini grimaced without moving his shoulders.

He stood. He walked toward the Marriott limping barely — a limp that an experienced operator would have noticed, but no passerby saw.





Larissis

At twenty-one o-seven, Hamid Tabrizi reached the station concourse.

A Hugo Boss suit. Sergio Rossi shoes clacking on the marble.

Departures board.

EuroNight Patras. Twenty-one twenty-six. Platform three.

His watch — not a Casio, an Audemars Piguet in steel — said twenty-one o-eight. Fourteen minutes.

He walked toward the platform. Not running — a Hugo Boss suit that runs draws the eye. Brisk walk.

Platform three. The train at the platform. A red and black diesel locomotive. Tired beige sleeping cars. No one on the platform. The conductor was smoking at the far end under a yellow sign.

Tabrizi climbed into car three. Compartment four — door closed. Compartment five — door closed. Compartment six — door open, empty.

He pressed his ear to the door of compartment five.

Two adult breaths. One slow, one quicker. The quicker was not asleep.

Tabrizi stepped back one pace. He left the car. He climbed back down to the platform.

The conductor took a last drag on his cigarette. He flicked it onto the ballast. It glowed between two ties.

Tabrizi went back up to the concourse. Phone.

— Bijan. Compartment five. Two adult breaths. It is them.

— You do not board.

— I do not board.

— Flight twenty-six fifty. Caruso to Civitavecchia.

— Understood.

Tabrizi hung up. The train whistled. The locomotive coughed up a brown fuel-oil cloud. The EuroNight Patras left Larissis at twenty-one twenty-six. Four minutes late. Normal.

In compartment five, Daniel was not sleeping. He had heard Tabrizi’s breath through the door. Three seconds of silence while Tabrizi listened. Then the step that had moved away on the carpet.

Yaakov, on the lower berth, was not sleeping either.

— He passed.

— Yes.

— He is not boarding.

— No.

Daniel closed his eyes.

He did not sleep.

The train was rolling toward the Kithairon pass.

At the back of Larissis station, Tabrizi took a taxi for the airport. The Greek driver said nothing. The radio played crackling rebetiko. Tabrizi looked through the window without seeing Athens.

A hundred and ninety kilometers to the southwest, on the stone bench in front of the Grande Bretagne, Hosseini had just sat down again. The blister on the right heel had brought him back to the bench rather than to the hotel. He was watching the pigeon that was no longer there.

He dialed a Rome number.

— Maresciallo Caruso. It is the hour.
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Chapter 23 — South Commercial Port, Patras, 5 Sivan 5786, Three Seventeen

Pier number eight stank.

Rust. Heavy fuel oil. Salt. Dried algae. Port-cat urine. Crane number two, thirty meters off, had been leaking hydraulic oil onto the cement for three years — the blackish puddle had never been cleaned, only covered with absorbent sand that no longer sufficed.

The cargo ship Avshalom. Thirty-two meters in length. Grey hull, flaking paint, Israeli registry out of Haifa. A Maltese flag of convenience hoisted at the top of the rear mast for European inspections. The ship itself had belonged to the Sephardic firm Abulafia Maritime Holdings since 5733 (nineteen seventy-three).

David Abulafia was waiting at the foot of the gangway.

Sixty-four years old. A sailor of Haifa. A thick blue wool seaman’s sweater despite the May heat. A worn captain’s cap. A white beard trimmed with scissors, not a razor. Calloused hands. A shroud-line scar on the left forearm, dated to the Sinai war of 5734 (nineteen seventy-three to seventy-four). Grey-blue eyes.

No philosophy. No speeches. No wasted words.

The black Volkswagen Passat stopped ten meters from the pier. Avner climbed down. Yaakov. Tehillah. Avigaïl. Daniel last — the black leather bag against the chest, the copy of the Yehuda-Yeshu document in the right inner pocket beside the truncated medallion.

Abulafia looked at the group.

— The doctor of Tzfat.

— Yaakov.

— Yaakov. The sister-in-law?

— Tehillah.

— Tehillah. The young ones?

— Avigaïl. Daniel.

— The journalist?

— Avner.

Abulafia nodded. Not one more question. He pointed at the gangway.

— Up. The bunks are below deck. No porthole, no light. That is better. The second mate brings you tea at six. We cast off at four sharp.

Avner set his hand on Abulafia’s shoulder. No handshake — Abulafia did not give his hand to a man who had not proven he was worth the trouble. Avner knew the rule. He said, in Hebrew, in a low voice:

— קפיטן. Kapitan. (Captain.)

— בן עזרי. Ben Ezri.

Avner climbed. The four followed. Daniel set his foot on the first step of the steel gangway. The metal was still warm — the cement of the pier had given back the day’s heat. The handrail had lost its paint in places; the bare steel showed through, grey and dry.

Daniel climbed.




Upper Deck, Cargo Ship Avshalom, 5 Sivan 5786, Four O’Clock Sharp

The mooring lines dropped.

The captain’s second — a young Israeli sailor of Yemenite origin, twenty-six years old, given name Ovadya — cast off the ropes. The siren did not bark. The Avshalom never signaled its departures. The south commercial port of Patras let Maltese cargo ships out between four and five without a control tower watch. Everyone was asleep. No one was watching.

Abulafia, in the pilothouse on the fourth deck, worked the cargo by hand wheel. No autopilot. Three slow quarter-turns to port. The stern cleared the pier. The main diesel — a MAN B&W S35MC, thirty-one years old — vibrated in the hull like an underwater drum.

The cargo took a heading northwest.

Twenty-one hours of sea to Civitavecchia.





Ionian Sea, Aboard the Avshalom, 5 Sivan 5786, at Dawn

Daniel went up to the upper deck at six eighteen in the morning.

The Greek dawn was rising from the Peloponnese behind the cargo. The Ionian Sea was running a short seventy-centimeter chop. East-northeast wind at eighteen knots. No vessel visible on the horizon. The funnel was throwing up a black smoke that the wind carried off to starboard.

Daniel drew out the kraft envelope that Eduardo Cardozo had handed him at Plaka. Midnight blue wax. The Cardozo seal — an eight-pointed star. He melted the wax with the lighter. The wax gave way in four seconds.

Two sheets inside.

The first: a letter in the hand of Yossef Vidal zatsal, written in the black ink of a Sephardic Pelikan M400 in the year 5773 (two thousand thirteen).


Daniel, my son.

If you are reading these words, it is because you crossed Allenby Bridge on the fourth day of Sivan of a year I will not have seen. Yaakov ben Yossef Eichenbaum handed you the Yehuda-Yeshu document in Athens. Eduardo Cardozo handed you this envelope in Patras. You are now on the sea.

You carry the blood of Mattatya. Our name Vidal is the Latin translation of Mattatya hai — Mattatya the living. The Hasmonean line survived in Mogador through a cousin of Mattatya who fled Modi’in in 3625 of the world for Cyrene, then the Maghreb, then Sepharad.

The fourth line of the Yemenite parchment will sign itself only if the bearer has two things in his bag: the two Vidal sheets enclosed, and the copy of the Yehuda-Yeshu document. You now have them. You are ready.

Be ready.

Your father who loves you.

Yossef ben Mordechai Vidal.



Daniel did not weep.

The second sheet was a parchment. A5 format. Two lines only, in Judean Aramaic of the first century. A black vegetable ink that had turned brown-red over two thousand years.

Daniel read, in a very low voice, in Aramaic:

— דם מתתיהו זורם בעורקי הסופר הארבעה-עשר. כשהסופר הארבעה-עשר ישא את הדם לשורה הרביעית, השורה החמישית תכתב מעצמה. Dam Mattatyahu zoreim be-orkei ha-sofer ha-arba’a-asar. Ke-she-ha-sofer ha-arba’a-asar yisa et ha-dam la-shura ha-revi’it, ha-shura ha-khamishit tikatev me-atsmah.

The blood of Mattatya runs in the veins of the fourteenth scribe. When the fourteenth scribe carries the blood to the fourth line, the fifth line will write itself.

Avigaïl had come silently to stand a meter fifty from Daniel on the starboard walkway. She had read over his shoulder. She set the left hand on the right forearm of Daniel — first skin-to-skin contact of the couple on a sea of the nations.

— Daniel. You are the fourteenth.

— I know.

— Mattatya hai. (Mattatya the living.)

— Mattatya hai.

Daniel closed his eyes.

Above them, on the roof of the pilothouse, Captain David Abulafia was smoking a filterless cigarette. He was not watching the couple on the starboard walkway. He was watching the northwest horizon where the sky cut against the sea. He thought, as he had every morning at sea since 5734, that the sailor’s work was not to watch what the passengers were doing on his deck, except in case of a storm.

No storm.

He threw the cigarette into the sea.





Ionian Sea, Aboard the Avshalom, 5 Sivan 5786, Nine Ten

The cargo was clearing the northwest tip of the Peloponnese.

Tehillah was at the bow. Yaakov was praying shakharit (morning service) at the stern, tallit (prayer shawl) on his shoulders, facing east. Avner and Abulafia were speaking in low voices in the pilothouse. Daniel and Avigaïl had settled in the mess of the second deck — a dark wooden table, four chairs welded to the floor, framed reproductions of Adriatic maritime charts on the bulkheads.

The second mate Ovadya set down two tin bowls in front of them — rice with chickpeas, two glasses of mint tea, pita bread still warm from a Patras oven loaded two hours before departure. Daniel said the berakhah ha-motsi (blessing over bread) over the pita. Avigaïl answered amen. They ate.

At nine ten, Avner came into the mess. He sat. He took a glass of tea. He said, without preamble:

— Hosseini is in flight to Rome. Took off from Vienna at seven in the morning. Landing Fiumicino at eight fifty-two. Tabrizi took the Aegean flight. Landing Fiumicino at ten ten. Mohebbi has been in Tel Aviv since eleven last night — he turned himself in to the Iranian embassy before being picked up by the Shabak. Mahmoud Khalil let him go. Marziyeh did her work.

Daniel said nothing. He thought of Reza Mohebbi who had vomited into the plastic bag of yesterday’s sandwich in a white Toyota Corolla in a Jerusalem street.

Avner went on.

— Hosseini and Tabrizi will wait for us at Civitavecchia. They do not know yet that you arrive tonight at midnight. They believe in a direct Athens-Rome flight tomorrow morning. Khachatour leaked that piece by way of a Vatican-cover agent at eighteen hundred yesterday. Tabrizi bought it. Hosseini a little less. But Hosseini took the seven o’clock all the same to be ahead.

Avigaïl set her spoon down.

— At Civitavecchia, is it the Italian police waiting for us, or the Iranians?

Avner looked at Avigaïl for two full seconds.

— Both. Tabrizi’s Iranian Rome cell has an infiltrated asset in the Civitavecchia port police since 5784 (twenty twenty-four). A captain of the Capitaneria di Porto,* cosmic irony. If Tabrizi alerts the asset before midnight, we will have an official welcome on the pier. If the cell does not bridge it in under four hours, we pass.*

— Four hours.

— Khachatour ran three simultaneous decoys. False GPS signal Brindisi. False signal Bari. False signal Ancona. The Rome cell has been chasing the decoys since last night. That will cost them another six hours before they have Civitavecchia confirmation. If we put in before midnight, we have a forty-two-minute window to disembark and disappear.

Daniel set the pita down.

— And Khachatour comes to get us?

— Khachatour. White Fiat Doblo. Holy See plates. He drives you straight to the Augustinian Sisters’ house on Borgo Sant’Angelo. One hundred and seventeen meters in a straight line from the west enclosure wall of the Vatican.

Avigaïl closed her eyes.

— One hundred and seventeen meters.

— One hundred and seventeen meters.





Ionian Sea, Aboard the Avshalom, 5 Sivan 5786, Eighteen Forty-Two

The cargo was clearing the southeast tip of Calabria.

The sun was falling on the Tyrrhenian Sea. Raking light. The central Mediterranean, seen from the upper deck of an Israeli cargo ship under Maltese flag, took violet-pink reflections between two low clouds.

Yaakov stood beside Daniel on the starboard walkway. He was smoking a cigarette that Abulafia had offered him — Yaakov had not smoked for eighteen years, but Abulafia had nothing else to offer and Sephardic halakha permitted acceptance out of maritime courtesy.

Yaakov said:

— Daniel. The fourth line. You sign with the kulmus* (reed pen) that your father zatsal agreed to transmit. You sign with the blood of Mattatya. You sign with the six-branched scar in your chest. You sign knowing that the fifth line will write itself according to the Vidal parchment.*

— Yes.

— You are not afraid?

Daniel did not answer for six seconds.

— Yaakov. Fear is in the belly. Not in the chest. The six-branched scar does not feel fear. The chest feels another thing — the pressure of the Hasmonean seal that wants out toward the fourth line. Fear is in the belly. The belly does what it wants. The Hasmonean seal will come out when it has to come out.

Yaakov nodded. He drew on the cigarette. He said, very low:

— ברוך השם. Barukh ha-Shem.

Avigaïl came onto the walkway. She stood to Daniel’s right. She said nothing. She watched the western horizon where the Italian coast was beginning to draw itself in dark silhouette.

At the stern, Tehillah was praying minkhah (afternoon service). Her Yemenite voice carried on the deck — discreet, low, the alphabet of Sanaa-Tiberias gliding over the chop.

Daniel thought that at twelve ten the cargo would put in at Civitavecchia, that Khachatour would be waiting on the pier, and that in thirty-six hours Saint Peter’s Square would be within signing range.

He thought that the fatigue, at this exact instant, weighed on the nape like a heavy hand, but that he had no right to rest.

He did not rest.

At the bow of the cargo, the second mate Ovadya climbed up to the bridge to relieve Abulafia. Abulafia went down to his cabin to sleep four hours. The wheel passed into hands that were younger but as steady — Ovadya had been crewing the Avshalom since 5781 (twenty twenty-one), and his Yemenite grandfather had been a distant cousin of Tehillah’s paternal grandmother.

The cargo continued its course toward Civitavecchia. Night fell on the Tyrrhenian Sea. The stars came out.

Daniel stayed on the walkway until the Italian coast was visible to the naked eye. He went back inside the cabin below deck. He stretched out on the bunk. He did not close his eyes.

When the low siren of the cargo announced entry into Italian territorial waters at twenty-three eighteen, Daniel had not slept.
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Chapter 24 — Port of Civitavecchia, 6 Sivan 5786, Twelve Twelve

The low siren barked once.

The cargo ship Avshalom entered the channel of the commercial port of Civitavecchia at twelve twelve on the 6th of Sivan 5786. Maltese flag at the top of the rear mast. Navigation lights to international code. The Italian harbor pilot — a fifty-two-year-old man in a striped sweater who had been bored stiff in the post for three years — had been at the wheel for eight minutes.

Captain Abulafia stood behind the pilot without a word. The pilot did not ask questions of an Israeli captain under Maltese flag at midnight. Not the pilot’s job.

Pier number fourteen — the one the port authorities kept for cargoes under one hundred and twenty meters out of Greek and Maltese ports — was lit by a tired yellow sodium light. Three cranes at rest. A single agent of the Capitaneria di Porto in the surveillance booth, busy reading La Gazzetta dello Sport.

The agent did not look up.

The cargo came to rest at twelve seventeen. Ovadya threw the lines. The Capitaneria second — a thin type, cap pulled low — came out of the booth. He climbed the gangway. He took the ship’s papers. He went back into the booth without inspecting the passengers.

Four minutes later, he came out again.

He said, in Italian very low, to Abulafia who was coming down to the deck:

— Capitano. Lascia passare. Five passengers.

Abulafia nodded. The agent returned to his booth. He shut the door. He opened La Gazzetta dello Sport again.

Forty minutes of administrative tolerance bought by Khachatour four days earlier with a five-thousand-euro envelope passed via a Vatican-Armenian agent to a Capitaneria captain who had gambling debts in Naples.

The deck was clear.




Pier Number Fourteen, Civitavecchia, 6 Sivan 5786, Twelve Twenty-Four

Khachatour Bezdjian climbed out of the white Fiat Doblo.

A black Armenian cassock. A silver cross at the neck. A dark brown leather bag in the left hand. Sixty-two years old. Born into the Armenian community of Jerusalem. Assigned to the Vatican archives since 5760 (the year two thousand). Kept on against Carafa’s opposition by personal decision of Lombardi in 5781 (twenty twenty-one).

He approached the gangway.

Yaakov came down first. Tehillah. Avigaïl. Daniel last — black leather bag against the chest.

Khachatour bowed half a degree to Tehillah.

— גברת שבזי. שלום. Geveret Shabazi. Shalom. (Madam Shabazi. Peace.)

— פטר חצ׳אטור. שלום. Pater Khachatour. Shalom.

Khachatour turned to Yaakov.

— Doctor Eichenbaum. The Iranian Rome cell just confirmed Civitavecchia. Seven minutes ago. Tabrizi is on his way from Fiumicino. He will be ninety-three minutes behind us. Hosseini arrived in Rome at nine in the morning. He is at the Hassler.

— The Capitaneria asset?

— Neutralized for the night. He is in his booth, he reads his paper, he does not come out before six in the morning. But by morning, the asset will report our arrival to Tabrizi.

— How many hours before they know where we are?

— Seven hours maximum. At eight in the morning of the 6th of Sivan, they will know you are in Rome. Not yet exactly where. They will need twenty-four hours to identify the Augustinian Sisters’ house.

Yaakov nodded. Khachatour slid open the side door of the Fiat Doblo.

The four climbed in.

Avner did not. He said in a low voice:

— I stay. I cover the exit from the port. I have my Aegean flight Athens-Tel Aviv at six in the morning. No — canceled. I take the Alitalia flight Civitavecchia-Tel Aviv via Rome. I will be at Ben Gurion by noon. The cell expects me. We switch to close protection mode for the coming seven days.

Khachatour shut the door. The white Fiat Doblo pulled away.

In the back, in the dark, Tehillah opened her burlap bag. She drew out the bottle of olive oil from the Tubol press at Holon. She set it on her knees.

No one asked why.





Via Aurelia, South Exit Civitavecchia, 6 Sivan 5786, Zero Hour Fifty-Three

The Fiat Doblo was driving at exactly ninety kilometers per hour.

The Via Aurelia ran through a dark maritime pinewood. Salt wind east-northeast. No traffic. Khachatour was driving, hands at ten and two, in the ritual silence of Armenian monks on diplomatic mission.

In the back, Avigaïl was sleeping on Daniel’s right shoulder. Tehillah in the passenger seat, hands folded over the bottle of oil. Yaakov beside Daniel.

Daniel thought of Bijan Hosseini.

He wondered where Hosseini was at this exact instant. He thought that Hosseini had certainly switched to Italian-side hunting. He thought that Hosseini was an intelligent, meticulous man, and that Khachatour’s three decoys had bought maybe forty-eight hours, no more. He thought that Hosseini would be at the Augustinian Sisters’ house before Pesakh (Passover). He thought the physical fight was unavoidable.

Yaakov, beside him, said very low:

— Yehudah HaMaccabi fought four battles before entering the sanctuary. Beit-Horon, Emmaus, Beit-Zur, and the final liberation of Yerushalayim. You will fight a single one in Rome. But one is enough, on the condition that it take place before entering the sanctuary and not during.

— Hosseini.

— Hosseini. He will come. He will try to keep you from signing the fourth line. Avner, Khalil and the cell are setting the apparatus from Tel Aviv. You will not have to carry the weapon. You will carry the kulmus* (reed pen) and the blood. Avner will carry the weapon. Mahmoud as well.*

Daniel looked at Avigaïl sleeping. He thought that his wife — a word he had not yet spoken aloud — also carried the reed, and that the two scribe-passes of the foursome would be one beside the other in the desecrated sanctuary when the Hasmonean blood was brought to the fourth line.

Khachatour slowed to seventy.

— Thirty-five minutes more.

No one answered.





Carabinieri, Highway Stop, Via Aurelia Kilometer 62, 6 Sivan 5786, One Eighteen

Two Italian police vehicles blocked the road.

A midnight-blue Alfa Romeo Giulia. A white Land Rover Discovery. Four carabinieri in uniform — not the ordinary municipal police, the carabinieri, military branch — with body armor and Beretta ARX-160 carbines slung at the chest. Orange cones across the lane.

Khachatour slowed to twenty. He stopped. He rolled down the window. The Italian night heat came into the Fiat with the smell of dry pinewood and burned rubber.

A carabiniere came up.

Forty-two years old. Black mustache. A three-millimeter scar above the upper right lip. Dark brown eyes. The name badge read Maresciallo Capo Vittorio Caruso. He said in Italian:

— Padre. Documenti.

Khachatour handed over his Vatican passport and the diplomatic mission form for his four passengers — cover identity Armenian monk accompanying a family of Armenian-Byzantine pilgrims to the residence of the Augustinian Sisters for the vigil of Orthodox Pentecost. Tehillah, Avigaïl, Daniel, and Yaakov held their Jordanian diplomatic passports ready — cover identity Al-Khouri family of Amman.

Caruso read the documents.

Fifteen seconds.

He looked at Khachatour. He looked into the Fiat. He saw Tehillah head-on — black scarf, hands folded over the olive oil bottle. He saw Yaakov in profile — wrinkled white shirt, deep eye-circles. He saw Daniel, who did not lower his eyes. He saw Avigaïl, who was asleep.

Caruso said, in Italian, very low, not angry, not in doubt, just neutral:

— Padre. Step out of the vehicle. All of you.

The Fiat’s engine idled. Carabiniere number two, standing four meters behind the car, set the right hand on the grip of his Beretta ARX-160.

Yaakov froze. Tehillah closed her eyes. Daniel felt the six-branched scar beat four times in the chest.

Khachatour did not move.

He said, in Italian, in a neutral voice:

— Maresciallo. We have a Vatican diplomatic authorization. You can verify it with the Comando Generale* in Rome. Reference number VA-2026-0533-LMB.*

Caruso did not smile.

— Padre. Step out of the vehicle. This is a routine check for northern Armenian pilgrims. I have to verify the identity of the four passengers. Five minutes.

Daniel opened the door without waiting for Khachatour.

He climbed down. He shut the door. The cement of the shoulder was warm. The pinewood hummed with night insects. A car passed in the opposite lane, high beams on, and went on without stopping.

Tehillah climbed down. Avigaïl woke, climbed down. Yaakov climbed down.

Caruso signaled to one of the carabinieri — a young one, twenty-four, badge Carabiniere Scelto Marco Pellegrini — to take the passports. Pellegrini took them. He carried them to the Alfa Romeo. He opened his service laptop. He began to verify.

Daniel looked at Caruso.

Caruso was looking at Daniel.

Something did not fit.

Caruso knew the procedure VA-2026-0533. He knew Khachatour Bezdjian — the Civitavecchia Capitaneria had passed his name to the regional command six weeks earlier on a list of Quds observation targets via informal channel.

Caruso was the asset.

Not Pellegrini. Not carabiniere number two. Caruso himself.

The maresciallo had been recruited Quds in 5783 (twenty twenty-three) through a cousin of his wife who did business in Bandar Abbas. Three years of payments to the Rome cell of Tabrizi. Sleeping asset activated by a GSM message from Tabrizi at zero hour forty-two of the 6th of Sivan, just after the Capitaneria had alerted the cell.

Daniel knew none of this.

But something in Caruso’s eyes told him that the man facing him was not an ordinary carabiniere.

The six-branched scar beat five times in the chest.

Daniel said, in Italian — he had spoken Italian since Sciences Po — in a neutral voice:

— Maresciallo. My uncle Hisham Al-Khouri is a cardiologist in Amman and he has a patient on his charge sheet this morning at eight at the Aurelia Hospital. If we are held more than fifteen minutes, I will have to call Amman to cancel the consultation. That should not be necessary if the check is routine.

Caruso did not answer. He looked behind Daniel. Toward carabiniere number two. He gave an imperceptible nod.

Number two unholstered his Beretta.

At that exact instant, in the maritime pinewood forty meters south of the road block, two motorcycle headlights came on. A Yamaha XTZ 700 burst from the shoulder, accelerated, ran between the Alfa Romeo and the Fiat at eighty kilometers per hour. The rider — full black helmet, black leather jacket, black gloves — fired two suppressed rounds at carabiniere number two and one round at Caruso.

Number two fell back onto the asphalt — not dead, wounded in the left shoulder, the Beretta dropped a meter fifty from his hand.

Caruso took the bullet in the left thigh. He went down on one knee. He drew his service pistol.

The rider braked, turned around on three meters, and passed at full speed in front of Khachatour shouting at him in vocalized Hebrew, a male voice, a voice that was neither Avner’s nor Mahmoud’s:

— סע! מהר! Sa! Maher! (Drive! Fast!)

Khachatour gunned the Fiat. The four climbed in in three seconds. The Fiat pulled out in reverse, made a U-turn over fifty meters in the pinewood, took the Via Aurelia in the opposite direction for twelve seconds before cutting right onto a forest dirt road Khachatour knew.

The rider disappeared into the pinewood.

In the back of the Fiat, Tehillah held the olive oil bottle pressed to her chest. Avigaïl was weeping without sound. Yaakov was breathing hard. Daniel felt the six-branched scar beat like a second respiration parallel to the first.

Daniel said, in mixed Italian-French:

— The rider.

Khachatour, hands locked on the wheel, answered without turning his head:

— Ofir Suissa. Mossad Tevel Rome cell. He was on cover six kilometers from Civitavecchia for the past forty minutes. Khalil pushed the alert by secure phone when he saw the Capitaneria* asset speak into his phone at zero hour forty-two. Suissa left Rome immediately.*

— Caruso. Quds asset.

— Now that we know, yes. That is what did not fit in his face. He knew our reference number VA-2026-0533. No patrol carabiniere knows that number. Only an asset briefed by Tabrizi would know it.

Avigaïl, through the tears, said:

— Caruso has a bullet in the thigh. He will talk. The Italian police will have confirmation of our passage before dawn.

Khachatour nodded.

— So we are not going to Borgo Sant’Angelo. Not right away. We switch to plan B. Alternate refuge with the Aboabs of Assisi.

Daniel closed his eyes. He thought the night was not over. That Pesakh was eight days away. That the blood of Mattatya hai ran in his veins at a rhythm he had never felt before.

He thought he had not slept for forty hours.

He still did not sleep.





Forest Track, Cerveteri Plateau, 6 Sivan 5786, Two Forty-Two

The Fiat was rolling on a narrow dirt track between two hedges of holm oak.

Khachatour had killed the headlights. He drove on parking lights. The Italian night of the 6th of Sivan was without moon — a very thin waning sliver — and the darkness was total. Khachatour knew the track because he had driven it fourteen times between 5781 and 5786 (twenty twenty-one to twenty twenty-six) for Vatican-Armenian cover missions that no one, in any department, would ever be able to reconstruct.

At two forty-two, the Fiat came out of the forest at the northern edge of the Cerveteri plateau, crossed an unharvested wheat field on a farm exploitation track, and met a secondary road leading to the SS1 Aurelia bis.

Khachatour put the headlights back on.

He took the southeast direction. Not Rome. Assisi.

Yaakov looked at Khachatour.

— How long to Assisi?

— Two hours twenty. Tobias Pereira has been waiting for us since three in the morning. He knows we are coming. He has prepared the house on Via Frate Elia.

Daniel thought of Tobias Pereira.

He thought of the cousin Pereira of Assisi who had received the last two words of Sister Maria Battista when she was shot down in the olive courtyard of the Vatican.

He thought he was about to meet for the first time the man who had been the last living witness to the assassination of Hadassah Pereira.

The Fiat continued its road toward Assisi in the night of the 6th of Sivan 5786.

In the back, Tehillah still held the olive oil bottle pressed to her chest. Avigaïl had fallen asleep again. Yaakov was not sleeping. Daniel was not either.

Fifty-two kilometers to the south, in room 612 of the Hassler hotel, Bijan Hosseini received the report from Tabrizi by secure phone at two fifty-three.

— Bijan. Caruso fired on the targets. He is being picked up by the real carabinieri. The targets disappeared on a forest track north of Cerveteri.

— Dead?

— No. Bullet in the left thigh. He will live. He will talk. But what he knows is just that there was a white Fiat with Holy See plates and an Armenian monk at the wheel. That gives us neither the destination nor the Rome house.

— The rider.

— Mossad Tevel Rome. Probably Suissa. He has been operating since 5780 (twenty twenty) on this line.

— So the Zionists have a Rome cell.

— Confirmed now.

Hosseini stayed silent six seconds.

— Hamid. We change strategy. We no longer try to catch them before Saint Peter’s Square. We wait for them ON Saint Peter’s Square. Pesakh minus eight days. Not before. You prepare the operation for the 14th of Sivan at thirteen hundred. You take the Bertinelli asset if he is still alive. You find the shooting angle.

— Understood.

— And Hamid.

— Yes.

— No knife. This time, the rifle. Scope. Distance. I do not want to see their face.

Tabrizi hung up.

Hosseini set the phone on the coffee table. He walked to the window. The Spanish Steps, seen from room 612 of the Hassler at three in the morning, were shining under public lighting that had not been turned off for the night.

Hosseini thought of his mother, who had died in 5774. He thought of the sentence she had said to him when he was ten years old in Mashhad: “My son, in the long hunt, the hunter becomes more fragile than the prey.”

He chased the thought.

He poured himself a glass of flat water. He drank. He lay down on the couch.

He did not sleep either.

One hundred and twenty kilometers to the northeast, the white Fiat Doblo with Holy See plates was entering the province of Perugia. The very thin waning moon was rising over the Umbrian hills. Tobias Pereira of Assisi, in the kitchen of a stone house on Via Frate Elia, was preparing coffee and bread.

He had been waiting for seventeen years.

He had prepared coffee and bread every morning since that May day when his cousin Hadassah had said two words to him and died in his arms in the olive courtyard.

That night, the coffee was not for nothing.






  
  
  ch032.xhtml
  




Chapter 25 — Convent of the Augustine Sisters, 14 Sivan 5786, thirteen twenty-two

Avner Ben-Ezri left the abandoned convent on Borgo Sant’Angelo first, at thirteen twenty-two on the fourteenth day of Sivan in the year five thousand seven hundred eighty-six. Seven minutes earlier he had stepped out of the kitchen, after reassembling the Heckler and Koch P30, checking the magazine, confirming the safety, and sliding the weapon into the right inner pocket of his beige canvas jacket. He wore Italian crepe-soled shoes — a pair he had bought in five thousand seven hundred eighty-two at a cobbler’s in Holon and kept for urban operations where one has to run on stone without sound.

He walked seventeen meters toward Castel Sant’Angelo. He turned right. He took the covered passage that ran along the inner western wall of the Vatican. He reached the service door of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio at thirteen twenty-six. The friar porter — a fifty-four-year-old Neapolitan Dominican named Brother Salvatore Esposito, who knew nothing of the parchment and sincerely believed that Avner was an Israeli photographer accredited for the Easter ceremony — opened the service door with the key he had carried on his belt for sixteen years. Avner climbed the six flights on foot. He pushed open the roof door. He stepped out into the May Roman sun.

The roof of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio dominated St. Peter’s Square from the south. The Egyptian obelisk planted in the center of the square stood at one hundred eighteen meters in a straight line. The basilica stood at two hundred twenty-two meters. The central balcony of the Apostolic Palace, from which the pope gives the urbi et orbi blessing, stood at two hundred forty meters. Avner drew the Heckler and Koch P30. He laid the weapon on the stone parapet, the barrel pointed toward the northern colonnade of Bernini. He then drew the Leica binoculars at twelve magnifications, weighing four hundred grams, which he had carried all morning in the left inner pocket.

He looked at the square.

Thirteen twenty-eight. Seven thousand people were treading under the sun. Italian families in Sunday clothes, Polish pilgrims, Japanese tourists with folded umbrellas, African seminarians in black cassocks, old Spanish women in lace mantillas, two groups of Maltese schoolchildren in dark blue uniforms. The crowd breathed in unison the diesel smell of the buses idling on the via della Conciliazione, the smell of grilled fennel rising from a stall at the western corner, and the smell, deeper, lower, more ancient, of the travertine slabs warmed by four consecutive hours of sun.

Avner swept the square quadrant by quadrant. He began with the northwest, the corner where the Italian taxi was due to drop Daniel and Avigaïl. The taxi had not yet arrived. He moved to the southwest. He saw Tehillah stepping out of the white Fiat Doblo that Khachatour had double-parked at the corner of via di Porta Cavalleggeri. Khachatour, in the long black cassock and pointed hat of an Armenian monk, took Tehillah by the elbow — a gesture halakhically permitted between a non-Jewish monk and an elderly Yemenite widow under security escort — and they walked diagonally toward the foot of the southern colonnade.

Avner moved to the east. He saw Yaakov and Ofir Suissa arriving on foot from via Borgo Santo Spirito. Yaakov wore his fourteen-year-old blue canvas jacket, a black kippa, his right hand closed on the strap of a cognac leather satchel that contained his Pelikan M400 pen, Montblanc midnight blue ink, and a boxwood scribe’s knife. Ofir, thirty-six years old, a former Sayeret Matkal officer, wore the dark suit of a convinced Israeli-English tourist. He walked one meter from Yaakov, slightly offset to the left, his eyes sweeping without seeming to sweep.

Avner moved to the west and noticed, at the northern corner, a man of fifty-six in a dark gray suit, no tie, holding in his right hand a leather-bound tourist guidebook, and carrying on his left shoulder a Leica M camera bag that had never contained a camera. The man was looking at the obelisk. He was not looking at the obelisk the way a tourist looks at the obelisk. He was looking at it the way an operative looks at a fixed point from which he triangulates three human targets in motion.

Avner recognized Bijan Hosseini in thirteen seconds. He thought the sixty-five percent probability he had given Daniel at six in the morning was confirming itself at thirteen twenty-nine. He thought he could not fire in the square — not into a crowd of seven thousand people, not at two hundred forty meters from the papal balcony, not with a Heckler and Koch P30 whose bullet would ricochet on the Bernini stone and certainly wound two or three Polish pilgrims. He thought Hosseini had to be neutralized by some other means. He remembered his father Mordechai Ben-Ezri, who had told him in five thousand seven hundred sixty-five, in the courtyard of the family home in Be’er Sheva: “Avner. When you do not have a bullet, you always have a drove.”

He drew his untraceable Nokia 8210. He dialed Mahmoud Khalil’s number.




St. Peter’s Square, 14 Sivan 5786, thirteen forty

Mahmoud Khalil, thirty-nine years old, Palestinian-Israeli translator with the Mossad’s Tevel division, crossed Bernini’s northern colonnade at thirteen forty. He had left his Hotel Cristoforo Colombo at thirteen oh seven through the rear exit, which gave onto via Cristoforo Colombo to the south. He had taken an Italian taxi to the corner of via della Conciliazione. He had walked the rest of the way. He wore a traditional white Palestinian thaub (the long ankle-length tunic worn by men in the Levant) over dark canvas trousers, a black-and-white checkered keffiyeh (the traditional headcloth fastened with an agal, the black cord wound around the crown) on his head, and he walked without haste, with the cadence of a Palestinian Muslim who had come, for strictly private reasons of his own, to attend the bishop of Rome’s Easter ceremony.

His phone vibrated at thirteen forty exactly.

He answered. He listened for seventeen seconds. He said, in Arabic:

— Mowaafaq. (Agreed.)

He hung up.

He walked diagonally toward the man in the dark gray suit who stood eighteen meters north of the obelisk. He stopped one meter from him. He said, in English, in a very calm voice, looking at the basilica:

— Mister Hosseini. My name is Mahmoud Khalil. I am a Palestinian Muslim from Jenin, currently residing in Tel Aviv, employed as a translator by the Mossad’s Tevel Division. The Iranian asset who has been following you since this morning at Fiumicino — Hamid Schmidt-Bauer, whom you know as Hamid Tabrizi — has been quietly intercepted twenty-two minutes ago at the corner of via della Conciliazione by an Israeli operative named Ofir Suissa, who is now wearing Tabrizi’s suit and carrying Tabrizi’s identification. Tabrizi is unharmed. He is being held in the basement of the Palazzo Pio, four hundred meters from where we are standing. He will be released to Italian authorities at exactly fifteen hundred hours.

Hosseini did not turn his head. He kept looking at the obelisk. He said, in English, in an even voice:

— Continue.

— In the next sixty seconds, mister Hosseini, you have three choices. Choice one — you remove the Glock 78 knife from the hollow of your tourist guidebook and you walk toward the northwest corner of the square. The Israeli Mossad operative on the roof of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio, named Avner Ben-Ezri, has authorization to shoot you at the precise instant you remove the knife from the book. The bullet would enter your skull behind the left ear at three hundred meters per second. Pope Leo the Fourteenth would witness this from his balcony at thirteen fifty-three. Choice two — you remain in the square as a tourist. You do not approach the four bearers. You do not contact Tehran. At seventeen hundred hours today, you walk to the Israeli embassy at via Michele Mercati. You request a confidential meeting with the cultural attaché. The cultural attaché will be Avner Ben-Ezri. You debrief everything you know about the Tehran Vatican file. You receive in return a permanent extraction package — new identity, new family in Cyprus, monthly pension in euros equivalent to your current Quds salary plus thirty percent. Choice three — and this is my own choice that I add to choices one and two without authorization — you go to the basilica of Santa Maria sopra Minerva tomorrow at eleven in the morning. You light a candle for your cousin Marziyeh, who died of leukemia in five thousand seven hundred forty-nine, in Mashhad, at twelve years old. You sit for one hour in the church. You decide, in your own time and on your own conscience, whether the operation you have served for twenty-one years is the operation Marziyeh would have wanted you to serve.

Hosseini closed his eyes for two seconds. He opened them. He turned his head slowly toward Mahmoud. He said, very low:

— How do you know my cousin’s name.

— I do not know it, mister Hosseini. The man on the roof knows it. He read your father’s letter to your aunt in nineteen ninety-one. The Mossad has held your file for fourteen years. We have not used it because we judged that the day on which we would use it would be more important than the days during which we kept it intact.

Hosseini did not answer for six seconds. He felt, in his chest, at the spot where for eleven years he had worn a Saint Christopher pendant that his Armenian-Catholic mother had given him at sixteen before he left Mashhad for Tehran, a movement downward and toward the center that he had never felt in twenty-five years of service in the Quds. He thought of Marziyeh, who had loved leather-bound books. He thought of the leather-bound tourist guidebook in his right hand. He thought that the coherence of the two objects pointed to a convergence he had not calculated.

He said, in English, very low:

— Choice three.

He handed the guidebook to Mahmoud. Mahmoud took it without moving his eyes from the basilica. Hosseini added:

— The knife is the second page from the back. Do not open it here. The blade is poisoned with a Russian neurotoxin called Novichok B-twelve. It would kill anyone who touches the metal within forty-eight seconds.

— I will not open it. The man on the roof will take it from me in nine minutes through the side door of the Palazzo Pio. It will be neutralized in a sealed lead container before twenty-three hundred hours tonight.

Hosseini nodded. He looked at the obelisk one last time. He said, in Farsi, very low:

— Tamam shod. (It is finished.)

He walked away to the southwest without turning his head. He left St. Peter’s Square through the via del Sant’Uffizio at thirteen forty-four. He would never return to Tehran. At five in the afternoon he would take a taxi to the basilica of Santa Maria sopra Minerva. He would stay there two hours and eleven minutes. He would leave at nineteen twenty-two. He would walk on foot to the Israeli embassy. He would say to Avner Ben-Ezri, before beginning the debrief, only one sentence: “My cousin Marziyeh loved bound books. I forgot this for twenty-one years. Tonight I remember.”





St. Peter’s Square, 14 Sivan 5786, thirteen fifty-two

Daniel and Avigaïl arrived at the northwest corner of St. Peter’s Square at thirteen fifty-two. The Italian taxi, driven by a sixty-one-year-old Sicilian who did not know whom he was carrying, dropped them at the precise corner Avner had calculated seven hours earlier in the kitchen of the abandoned convent. Daniel paid in cash. He left a thirty-euro tip. The driver said grazie and left without asking where they were from.

Daniel got out. Avigaïl got out after him, six seconds later, a long off-white linen dress, a navy scarf over her shoulders, a black handbag containing the short-handled archaeologist’s blade and the Nokia 8210. Daniel carried the black leather bag of Yossef Vidal zatsal on his right shoulder. He felt, through the leather, the combined weight of the two leaves of the parchment of Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya and of the Yemenite parchment of four lines that had waited twenty-six years in a silver casket in Tzfat.

They walked the last sixty meters together, one meter apart, without taking each other’s hand — the conditional yiḥud (the halakhic state of permitted seclusion between a man and a woman) blessing of nineteen ninety-five permitted cohabitation, not bodily contact outside the ceremony itself. Daniel recognized Tehillah ten meters in front of the obelisk. Tehillah did not turn her head. Khachatour, to her left, held in his right hand a seventh-century Armenian silver cross that he had brought back from Yerevan in five thousand seven hundred seventy-eight. Yaakov and Ofir were waiting five meters north of Tehillah.

On the central balcony of the Apostolic Palace, two hundred forty meters away in a straight line, Pope Leo the Fourteenth appeared at thirteen fifty-three. He wore the ordinary white cassock — not the pontifical cape, not the gold pectoral cross, not the miter. He wore his simple silver cross, inherited from an American parish priest from Saint Louis named Father Patrick O’Reilly who had baptized him in five thousand seven hundred nineteen. He raised his right hand. The crowd of seven thousand pilgrims believed he was giving the blessing. He was not giving the blessing. He was looking at Daniel.

Daniel felt, in his chest, at the spot of the six-pronged scar that was now the Hasmonean scar, a beat that was not his own. He remembered his paternal grandmother Bouhena bat Massouda Vidal, born in Mogador in the year five thousand six hundred eighty-three, who had died in Casablanca in the year five thousand seven hundred sixty-two, and who had told him at the age of six: “Daniel. The Vidal of Mogador descend from Mattatya hai (living, alive — and by extension the suffix marking lineage in certain Sephardic naming traditions) by fifty-six generations. When your hour comes, the blood will recognize the blood through the walls of the nations.”

The blood recognized the blood through the walls of the nations. Two hundred forty meters away in a straight line, Pope Leo the Fourteenth — descendant of the Vidal of Mogador through his paternal grandmother Esperanza Vidal, born in five thousand seven hundred eight, fifth cousin of the grandmother Bouhena — was looking at his distant cousin Daniel ben Yossef Vidal across the Vatican wall that was no longer a wall.

Daniel arrived one meter from Tehillah at thirteen fifty-three and twenty-two seconds.

He knelt. Avigaïl knelt facing him, fifty centimeters from him, without touching him. Daniel opened the black leather bag. He drew out the two leaves of the parchment of Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya, written by quill on goatskin prepared in Tomar in five thousand two hundred fifty-six and sealed with Hebron wax mixed with the terebinth of Mamre. He laid them on the travertine slab warm from the sun. Avigaïl drew from her handbag the short-handled archaeologist’s blade. She opened it. She placed the point on the pad of her left index finger. She pressed. A drop of blood beaded. She brought it to the fourth line of the parchment — the line that no scribe had dared write in twenty-one centuries, and that had waited one hundred fourteen thousand three hundred twenty-five days for a Sephardic-Yokheved (a woman from the lineage of Yokheved, mother of Moshe Rabenu, who according to the hidden Sephardic Kabbalah of Tzfat both transmitted and bore the sacred word) hand to sign it.

Daniel drew from the leather bag the Pelikan M400 pen that Yaakov had handed to Tehillah the night before. He dipped the nib in Avigaïl’s blood. He wrote, in Sephardic square Hebrew:


Daniel ben Yossef Vidal, fourteenth scribe. Avigaïl bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum, Yokheved scribe-passe. Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi, third bearer. Yaakov ben Yossef Eichenbaum, fourth scribe-passe.



It was thirteen fifty-four and twenty-two seconds on the fourteenth day of Sivan in the year five thousand seven hundred eighty-six.

The signing took two minutes and eleven seconds. Daniel wrote in silence, without lifting the nib, without hesitating on a single letter. The six hundred pilgrims closest understood that something was happening, fifty meters from them, on the travertine slab warm from the sun, that no catechism had prepared them to recognize. They fell silent. The silence spread in concentric circles. By thirteen fifty-five, the whole of St. Peter’s Square, seven thousand people, was silent. The bells of the basilica did not ring. The Roman pigeons settled on the obelisk.

On the balcony, Pope Leo the Fourteenth did not move. He looked. He did not speak. He let the twelve Vatican surveillance cameras — the ones Cardinal Lombardi had ordered repositioned the night before with the agreement of the head of security — record the two minutes and eleven seconds of the signature.

At thirteen fifty-six and thirty-three seconds, Daniel laid the Pelikan pen on the slab. Avigaïl closed the archaeologist’s blade. Tehillah, standing behind the two signatories, said in Yemenite Hebrew, very low but with enough resonance that the cameras captured the words through the audio grain:

— Ha-sof neḥtam. Ha-ḥalakah houshva. (The end is sealed. The parcel is restored.)

Yaakov said amen. Khachatour made the Armenian sign of the cross — thumb, index, middle finger joined, from forehead to chest, from right shoulder to left shoulder. Ofir Suissa, six meters north, felt tears rise without being able to stop them — for the first time since the burial of his Sephardic father from Marrakesh in Holon in five thousand seven hundred eighty.

Pope Leo the Fourteenth crossed himself on the balcony — in silence — and went back inside the Apostolic Palace. The balcony door closed at thirteen fifty-seven and twelve seconds. The official Easter ceremony, due to begin at fourteen hundred hours, was delayed by eleven minutes. The Vaticanist commentators present in the square would never be able to explain why.

Daniel stood up. He folded the two leaves of the parchment. He returned them to the black leather bag of his father zatsal. He felt through the leather that the weight of the parchment was no longer the same — it had lost, in two minutes and eleven seconds, the weight of twenty-one centuries of waiting, and gained the weight of a signature that would not be erased.

Avigaïl stood up. She said, very low, in Hebrew:

— Mah gadlu maasekha Hashem, meod amku makhshevotekha. (How great are Thy works, Hashem (the Name — the most common reverential substitute for the Tetragrammaton in Sephardic Hebrew speech), Thy thoughts are very deep.)

Tehillah said nothing. She walked on foot, slowly, toward the northern exit of the square. She passed Cardinal Lombardi, who had stepped out of the basilica at thirteen fifty-eight. Lombardi bowed his head without speaking. Tehillah bowed her head without speaking. She kept walking. She returned on foot to the convent of the Augustine Sisters. She arrived at fourteen twenty-two. She laid the black scarf on the kitchen table. She sat down. She did not cry. She breathed.

On the roof of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio, Avner Ben-Ezri disassembled the Heckler and Koch P30. He slipped the parts into the right inner pocket. He went down the six flights. He left through the service door. Brother Salvatore Esposito told him arrivederci, Signore Cohen — Avner had given the name Yossi Cohen, photographer from Holon on the accreditation. Avner replied grazie, Padre. He walked to the basilica of Santa Maria sopra Minerva, a kilometer and a half from St. Peter’s Square. He sat on the bench next to the statue of Cristoforo Colombo. He drew the Nokia 8210. He dialed the number of Shira Ben-Ezri, his wife, in Be’er Sheva.

She picked up on the second ring. He said, in Hebrew, very low:

— Shira. Nigmar. Ani ḥozer ha-baita. (Shira. It is finished. I am coming home.)

She said amen. She hung up. She went to wake their daughter Talya for her afternoon nap. Talya, nine years old, would never know that her father, at thirteen fifty-four on the fourteenth of Sivan in the year five thousand seven hundred eighty-six, had been the armed guardian of a signature that changed the history of the nations without any nation knowing.

At fifteen twenty-two, on the St. Peter’s Square emptied of the Easter pilgrims, the Roman pigeons came back to settle on the obelisk. The travertine slab, warmed by the sun, still bore, invisible to the eye but detectable to an ultraviolet fluorescence spectrometer, the micro-drops of Hebron wax that had detached from the seal at the moment Daniel had opened the two leaves of the parchment. Pope Leo the Fourteenth, in his private chapel, said very low, in Latin, the one hundred eighteenth Psalm: “Lapidem quem reprobaverunt aedificantes, hic factus est in caput anguli. A Domino factum est istud, et est mirabile in oculis nostris.”

The stone that the builders had rejected had become the cornerstone. The American pope from Saint Louis, descendant of the Vidal of Mogador through his paternal grandmother, wept for the first time since his election to the rock of Saint Peter in the year five thousand seven hundred eighty-four. He wept without sound, the way Cardinal Lombardi had wept seven days earlier in the private chapel of the Palazzo San Carlo.

At sixteen hundred hours on the fourteenth of Sivan five thousand seven hundred eighty-six, the bush was still burning on the contemporary Mount Moriah. It was still not consumed. The fourth line of the parchment of Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya, signed by Daniel ben Yossef Vidal in the blood of Avigaïl bat Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum, witnessed by the fourth scribe-passe Yaakov ben Yossef Eichenbaum, sealed by the third bearer Tehillah bat Yossef ha-Shabazi, watched by Pope Leo the Fourteenth from the balcony of the Apostolic Palace, recorded by the twelve Vatican surveillance cameras that Cardinal Lombardi had repositioned the night before — this fourth line now rested in the black leather bag of Yossef Vidal zatsal, with the strap stitched six times, on the right chair of the kitchen of the abandoned convent of the Augustine Sisters on Borgo Sant’Angelo, one hundred seventeen meters in a straight line from the basilica of Saint Peter.

Mahmoud Khalil arrived at the house at sixteen oh seven. He carried in his right hand a sealed lead bag containing the Glock 78 knife poisoned with Novichok B-twelve that Bijan Hosseini had handed him twenty-two minutes before the signature. Avner arrived at sixteen eighteen. Yaakov arrived at sixteen twenty-five. Daniel and Avigaïl had already returned at sixteen oh four — Khachatour had driven them in the white Fiat Doblo registered to the Holy See. Tehillah sat at the kitchen, the black scarf in front of her on the table, and she was breathing without crying.

No one spoke for eleven minutes.

At sixteen thirty-six, Yaakov stood up. He went to the sink. He washed his hands. He returned to the table. He said, in Hebrew, very low:

— Maḥar, Pesaḥ. Naarokh leil ha-seder. (Tomorrow, Pesaḥ (the festival of Passover, the spring pilgrimage feast that opens the cycle of redemption from Egyptian bondage). We will hold the seder (the ordered ritual meal of Passover night with its fourteen liturgical stages) night.)

Tehillah said amen. Avigaïl said amen. Daniel said amen. Avner said amen. Khachatour said amen in Armenian — ayymen. Ofir Suissa, who had come in silently at sixteen thirty-two, said amen. Mahmoud Khalil, Palestinian-Israeli Muslim from Jenin, nodded in silence — amen did not halakhically belong to him, but the silence of a man who has accompanied the gift to its end was worth amen in the Sephardic arithmetic of blessings shared among faithful friends from other nations.

The bush was still burning.

It would not be consumed before the morning of the fifteenth of Sivan five thousand seven hundred eighty-six, at sunrise over Rome, at six twenty-two in the morning, at the precise instant when Cardinal Lombardi, in his private chapel, would open for the first time in fifty-five years the Italian translation of Pirké de Rabbi Eliezer chapter thirty-one, and read aloud, in the silence of an empty room, the sentence that Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi had read in the same edition, in a different language, in Sanaa in the year five thousand six hundred forty-one, three months before he would become, for one hundred forty-five years, the silent bearer of the eleventh repentance.

But that would be for the next chapter.

For now, at sixteen thirty-six on the fourteenth of Sivan five thousand seven hundred eighty-six, in the kitchen of the abandoned convent of the Augustine Sisters on Borgo Sant’Angelo, seven men and two women — fourteenth scribe, Yokheved scribe-passe, third bearer, fourth scribe-passe, armed guardian, former Sayeret Matkal officer, Palestinian-Israeli translator, Armenian monk — prepared in silence the Passover seder of the year five thousand seven hundred eighty-six, which would be the first seder in twenty-one centuries to be held one hundred seventeen meters in a straight line from the basilica of Saint Peter without any Christian nation knowing it was being held.

Tehillah raised her head. She said, in Yemenite Hebrew, very low:

— Matḥil ha-tikoun. (The tikoun (the cosmic rectification, the kabbalistic mending of a fracture in the order of creation) begins.)

Daniel nodded. Avigaïl placed her right hand on the table, six centimeters from Daniel’s right hand, without touching him. Yaakov drew from the inner pocket of his blue canvas jacket the letter from his father Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal that he had carried for fourteen years. He laid it on the table, beside the black leather bag.

The tikoun was beginning.

It would take, from this instant on, the time it would need — seventy generations according to the tradition of Tzfat, seven generations according to the Yemenite tradition of Sanaa, four generations according to the Sephardic canon of Mogador. None of these traditions was wrong. All three said the same thing in different dialects of the same biblical cadence: the stone that the builders had rejected had become the cornerstone, and this had happened at thirteen fifty-four and twenty-two seconds on the fourteenth of Sivan five thousand seven hundred eighty-six, on the travertine slab warm from the sun of St. Peter’s Square, under the silent gaze of an American pope descended from the Vidal of Mogador, without any Christian nation knowing that it had just received the forgiveness it had never dared to ask for.

The bush was still burning.

It was not consumed.
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Chapter 26 — Private Chapel of the Prefect — Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio, 15 Sivan 5786 (Sunday, May 31, 2026), six twenty-two in the morning

Cardinal Pietro Lombardi opened the door of his private chapel with the brass key he had worn around his neck since 5734 (nineteen seventy-four). Fifty-two years of opening it every morning. The lock turned twice. The wood groaned.

He had slept four hours.

The chapel was seven square meters. A pale-marble altar against the north wall, an olivewood crucifix from Bethlehem his grandfather Salvatore had brought back in 5707 (nineteen forty-seven), an oak kneeler stained dark by seventy-two years of prayer, two low shelves running beneath the narrow windows that looked into the inner courtyard of the Sant’Uffizio.

On the lower shelf, at the far left, a row of eight volumes bound in black leather. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer — the critical Vilna edition of 5612 (eighteen fifty-two), Latin translation by the Hungarian Jesuit Béla Vajda 5689 (nineteen twenty-nine), marginal commentary by the Belgian Dominican Henri de Lubac the Younger 5729 (nineteen sixty-nine). Volume IV — chapters twenty-five through thirty-six.

Lombardi had opened this volume for the last time on 14 Sivan 5731 (nineteen seventy-one), at the age of twenty-seven, at the Pontifical Biblical Institute, under the direction of Father Carlo Maria Martini zatsal. He had prepared an oral dissertation on chapter thirty-one — Akedat Yitshak, the Binding of Isaac. He had defended it. He had received the highest mark. And he had closed the volume.

Fifty-five years he had not reopened it.

He knelt. The black leather cover had taken on the dark patina of shelves never touched. He slid the red bookmark ribbon that had not moved since 5731. It opened on the first page of chapter thirty-one.


וַיֹּאמֶר אַבְרָהָם אֶל יִצְחָק בְּנוֹ, אֱלֹהִים יִרְאֶה לּוֹ הַשֶּׂה לְעֹלָה, בְּנִי.



And Avraham said to Yitshak his son — Elokim will Himself provide the lamb for the offering, my son.

Lombardi read the Hebrew first. He had not pronounced biblical Hebrew aloud since 5743 (nineteen eighty-three). His tongue stumbled on the het of ha-she. He started again. The phrase fell on his second reading without hesitation.

He read the commentary of Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer at the bottom of the page:


וַיִּשְׁמַע יִצְחָק וְאָמַר — הַשֶּׂה הוּא בְּנִי.



And Yitshak heard, and he said — the lamb, it is myself.

Lombardi placed his index finger on the line. He closed his eyes for seven seconds.

Daniel Vidal had signed the fourth line on the parchment at the Egyptian obelisk in Saint Peter’s Square the day before. Two minutes and nine seconds of reed pen without hesitation. Lombardi, one hundred twenty meters away, from the window of the Gallery of Maps, had counted each second. Daniel knew that the lamb was himself. The thought passed through him with the precision of a well-honed razor. No emotion. A pure recognition.

He opened his eyes again. He turned the page.


וַיֵּלְכוּ שְׁנֵיהֶם יַחְדָּו.



And the two of them walked together. Yakhdav — together. The word that Rashi encircles with a ring of ink in the margin of the Vatican manuscript Ebraico thirty-one. The father who knows. The son who knows. And they walk together — the one leading toward the pyre and the one who knows he is the lamb.

Lombardi thought of Leo XIV. Of the American pope who had wept in his own private chapel the day before at fifteen twenty-two, descendant of Esperanza Vidal born in 5708 (nineteen forty-eight), fifth cousin to the grandmother Bouhena of the Daniel Vidal who had signed beneath the obelisk seventeen minutes earlier. Elokim yir’eh lo ha-she le-ola, beni. The pope had known too. The pontifical silence of two minutes and twelve seconds — not a silence of uncertainty. A silence of acceptance. HaShem yir’eh lo ha-she. It is we, your eminence. It is we, your holiness. And we walk both together.

Lombardi read the next verse, in a low voice, in Italian:

— E Avraham stese la mano, e prese il coltello, per immolare suo figlio.

His voice broke on the word coltello. Knife. He had never been able to pronounce that word without a shiver, even when he was nineteen at the seminary of San Carlo in Milan. He stopped. He breathed. He resumed:

— E l’angelo del Signore chiamò dal cielo, e disse — Avraham, Avraham. E lui disse — eccomi.

Eccomi. Hineni. The word that undoes the blade.

Lombardi closed the volume without a bookmark. He set it on the pale-marble altar, beside the Bethlehem crucifix. He remained kneeling for another seven minutes without speaking.

At six forty-nine, he rose.

He left the chapel. He locked the door behind him. He returned the brass key to the inside of his cassock. He took the service stair — not the ceremonial one. He left the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio through the door that opens onto via dei Cavalieri di Vittorio Veneto at seven oh two. The Vatican driver who usually waited for him was not there. Lombardi had not called him.

He walked on foot to Saint Peter’s Basilica. Four hundred meters. He passed three Polish sisters of the Order of Saint Martha. None of them recognized him beneath the plain gray overcoat he wore over the cassock.

At seven eighteen, he entered the basilica through the east lateral door. He did not move toward the papal altar. He took the left, along the south nave. He stopped at the Pietà chapel. He looked at Michelangelo for twelve minutes.

Mary holds the body of her son on her lap. The mother holds the body of the child. Marziyeh at twelve in Mashhad. Tehillah at Sanaa who had had no mother after her seventh year. Avigaïl whose own mother Léa Cohen she had lost at Tiberias. Esperanza Vidal of Pope Leo XIV. Bouhena Vidal of Daniel. Amatlaï bat Karnavo who had carried Avraham in her womb and who had seen Terah throw him into the furnace.

Every mother who had carried a body torn from her arms.

Lombardi left the basilica at seven thirty-four. He walked back to the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio. He said to his secretary — Sister Anna Maria Foschini, sixty-one, faithful since 5755 (nineteen ninety-five):

— Cancel all my appointments for the week. All of them. I accept no exceptions. Not even his Holiness.

Sister Anna Maria looked up from the file she was sorting. She studied Lombardi for four seconds. She asked no question. She nodded once.

— Very well, Eminence.

Lombardi entered his office. He closed the door. He sat at his walnut desk. He took out his personal mobile phone — not the Vatican phone. He dialed a number he had memorized the previous day at fourteen thirty-one, after passing Tehillah Shabazi at the exit of the basilica without speaking a word.

At eight oh four, the phone rang at the House of the Augustinian Sisters, via Anicia, Trastevere.

Yaakov Eichenbaum picked up on the second ring.




House of the Augustinian Sisters, Trastevere — via Anicia twelve, ten fifty-two

The kitchen smelled of lamb that had been roasting for three hours and of flat-leaf parsley cut on the oak board.

Tehillah Shabazi was peeling almonds for the Sephardic-Yemenite haroset — dates, almonds, cooked Médoc wine, fresh grated ginger, a teaspoon of black Kerala pepper, two pinches of green cardamom. A recipe she carried from her grandmother Sa’adya bat Mordechai at Sanaa before 5710 (nineteen fifty).

Avigaïl Cohen-Eichenbaum was washing romaine lettuce in the white ceramic sink cracked at the left corner. The water ran at medium flow. She had not spoken since nine thirty that morning. The back of her neck still carried the red mark where Tehillah’s bracelet had pressed for the two minutes and thirteen seconds of the signature on Saint Peter’s Square the day before.

Daniel Vidal was working the karpas — celery stalks, parsley, and three sprigs of fresh sorrel Mahmoud Khalil had brought in that morning from the Campo de’ Fiori market. He cut at a forty-five-degree angle, sixteen-centimeter Japanese blade. He had not spoken a word since waking.

Yaakov Eichenbaum was reading in a low voice at the table in the adjoining dining room. His own Haggadah — the one he had carried in the inside pocket of his jacket since 5765 (two thousand five), tawny leather binding worn at all four corners. Haggadah del Rabino Aboab da Fonseca, Amsterdam 5439 (sixteen seventy-nine), Jerusalem 5763 (two thousand three) reprint by Mossad ha-Rav Kook.

At ten fifty-two, Yaakov laid the Haggadah flat on the table. He said, in French, voice steady:

— Lombardi called at eight oh four. He’s coming tonight. Not at eighteen twelve for the entry of the festival. At nineteen twenty-two. He will witness the reading of the maggid from the threshold of the dining room — standing. He will not sit at the table.

Tehillah looked up from the almonds.

— No chair?

— No chair. He said — I am coming to your house this night not to eat your bread but to hear your telling. It’s exact, word for word, in Italian.

Daniel set down the knife. He looked at Yaakov.

— And Mahmoud?

Yaakov closed the Haggadah.

— That is the question we must settle before noon.

In the silence that followed, Daniel thought of his grandfather Mordechai Vidal zatsal’s notebook he had read two days earlier. The third-to-last line had stayed with him through the night:


We file the indictment. We do not pass sentence. The throne of judgment is HaShem’s, and HaShem’s alone. Where there is human justice, there is no justice. Where there is no human justice, there is justice — for the case ascends, untouched, to the only court that does not err.



He kept the line to himself. He picked up the knife again. He went back to the karpas.





Salon, House of the Augustinian Sisters — eleven eighteen

The restricted cell had taken their places around the low salon table. Tehillah had set out a tray of Sephardic-Moroccan mint tea — thick glass cups, sugar in lumps, two whole nana mint leaves per cup.

Mahmoud Khalil was not in the room. He had stepped out at eleven oh four to verify that the trunk of Khachatour’s Fiat Doblo was properly loaded for the Trastevere market run — Carmel Mizrahi wine, matza shemurah from Hebron, Sicilian sea salt, ten branches of fresh mint. He would be back at eleven fifty-two.

Yaakov opened the halakhic debate. He spoke in Hebrew first, then in French for Daniel and Avigaïl.

— הַשְּׁאֵלָה הִיא — תֵּשַׁע כִּסְּאוֹת אוֹ שְׁמוֹנֶה. מַחְמוּד חַ’לִיל יוֹשֵׁב אוֹ לֹא יוֹשֵׁב. The question is — nine chairs or eight. Mahmoud Khalil sits or does not sit.

Tehillah raised her right hand — the scribe-passe gesture asking for the floor.

— Sephardic halakha forbids a non-Jew to drink the four cups of wine of the séder, because the four cups are a positive obligation of testimony that seals the soul to the covenant. It’s in Yalkout Yossef, on Pesach, paragraph four hundred seventy-two. But it does not forbid a non-Jew to sit at the table, nor to eat the foods of the séder, provided his cups are prepared separately with grape juice and not wine.

Yaakov nodded.

— Correct. Yalkout Yossef.

Avigaïl spoke for the first time since nine thirty that morning.

— But this is not an ordinary Pesach séder. We are not on the fourteenth of Nissan. We are on the fifteenth of Sivan. The séder of this night is not the obligation of the Haggadah — it is a séder of testimony. A séder of Restitution. A séder we are inventing this night according to the need of the moment.

Daniel looked at her. She did not turn her head.

Yaakov set his right index finger on the dark wood of the table.

— That is exactly the question. If it is a Pesach séder, the halakha of Yalkout Yossef applies strictly — Mahmoud may sit, but he does not drink the wine of the four cups. If it is a séder of testimony — a halakhic innovation not foreseen by the poskim — then the halakha must be constructed this night. And the authority to construct it is here, at this table, in this room.

Tehillah lifted her eyes. Her black headscarf hid her forehead to the eyebrows.

— Uncle Yaakov. You are the fourth scribe-passe Yokheved of this generation. The decision falls to you.

Yaakov did not answer for fifteen seconds.

He said, in French, voice low:

— I do not decide alone. This halakhic innovation has three authors tonight — myself, Tehillah as scribe-passe-Yokheved of the Shabazi line, and Daniel as fifth scribe-reader of the Vidal-Mattatya hai line. Avigaïl is halakhic judge — she verifies that the construction holds. If one of the four of us objects, the decision collapses.

Daniel spoke. His voice came out rougher than he had intended.

— Mahmoud sits. Nine chairs. He drinks grape juice for the four cups. He eats the matza. He eats the lamb. He says amen to the berakhot when he wishes to. He does not say the berakha himself. Sephardic halakha counts his silence during the berakhot as full participation in the séder of testimony — not in the halakhic Pesach séder of the fourteenth of Nissan, which is not taking place this night.

Avigaïl nodded once. No more.

Tehillah nodded too.

Yaakov closed his eyes for four seconds. He opened them again.

— Nine chairs. I sign this halakhic decision tonight, in a low voice before the four. I will record it in the Eichenbaum family ledger tomorrow morning. Had Maran Rav Ovadia zatsal been alive, I would have consulted him first. He is not. I consult his books and my uncle Rav David Ménashé zatsal who transmitted this responsibility to me in 5780 (two thousand twenty). The decision is — nine chairs. Mahmoud Khalil sits.

At eleven forty-seven, Tehillah rose to add a ninth chair to the dining-room table. The chair she took was a mismatched one — pale wood, straight back, slightly lower than the other eight. She placed it between Avigaïl and Yaakov, on the north side of the table, facing the Orthodox icon of Saint Elijah on the west wall.

At eleven fifty-two, Mahmoud Khalil came back with the groceries. He did not see the ninth chair at first.

At twelve oh four, Tehillah said to him in Levantine Arabic:

— يا محمود، عندك مقعد. تجلس معنا الليلة. (Mahmoud, you have a place. You sit with us tonight.)

Mahmoud set the grocery bags on the kitchen counter. He did not answer. He took out his mobile phone, wrote a brief text message to his daughter Layla in Bethlehem, slipped it into his pocket, and nodded once toward Tehillah.

He said, in Arabic, voice low:

— قبلت. (I accept.)





Dining Room, House of the Augustinian Sisters — 15 Sivan 5786, eighteen twelve

The sun fell behind the dome of Santa Maria in Trastevere at eighteen twelve. Twilight came through the west window and lit the gilded rim of the kearah — the séder plate set at the center of the table.

On the kearah — three matzot shemurot from Hebron stacked, a roasted lamb bone, a hard-cooked roasted egg, karpas of green sorrel, maror of romaine and horseradish, Tehillah’s Sephardic-Yemenite haroset.

Yaakov Eichenbaum stood at the east end of the table — seat of the baal ha-séder. He wore a white kittel — the one his grandfather Yossef Eichenbaum had worn for his own wedding at Tiberias in 5701 (nineteen forty-one). The linen had yellowed at the cuffs.

To his right — Daniel Vidal. Black velvet kippa, white shirt without tie. He wore at his neck the silver pendant Avigaïl had passed to him without a word the previous day at sixteen forty-one in the kitchen — a Magen David of six points whose eleventh point had been truncated by the Yemenite silversmith of Sanaa in 5641 (eighteen eighty-one), the medal of Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi zatsal.

Beside Daniel — Tehillah Shabazi. Plain black dress, black headscarf, hands folded on her lap.

Then Avigaïl. Clean pearl-gray dress, hair gathered under a new white headscarf Tehillah had given her at seventeen twenty-two. First time Avigaïl had worn a white scarf — sign of potential kallah, anticipatory gesture of the wedding at Sukkot 5787.

Then the ninth chair. Mahmoud Khalil. Light beige cotton jacket. No head covering. He had asked at seventeen fifty-one whether he should wear one; Yaakov had answered in Arabic — no, you wear what your father wore when he sat at table in Bethlehem. It is your father who sits with us this night through you.

Then Yaakov.

On the other side — Khachatour Ter-Petrosian, Armenian priest, black cassock pressed by Sister Maria Antonietta in the afternoon. Armenian cross at the neck. Then Ofir Suissa, arrived from La Spezia at seventeen oh four, dark suit without tie. Then Tamar Ben-Atar, arrived from Eilat by direct flight via Tel Aviv–Rome at sixteen thirty-two, Sephardic-Moroccan black dress. Then Avner Ben-Ezri, arrived from Mossad Headquarters Tel Aviv by El Al flight at fifteen twelve, mouse-gray suit, formally resigned since thirteen twenty-two that afternoon by fax addressed to the Director of Mossad Eyal Bar-Lev.

Nine chairs. Nine persons.

At eighteen twelve and thirty-four seconds, Yaakov raised the first cup.

He said, in slow, vocalized Hebrew:

— בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה הַשֵּׁם, אֱלֹהֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, בּוֹרֵא פְּרִי הַגָּפֶן.

All eight others — Mahmoud included — answered amen. Mahmoud’s voice came out low and grave, without hesitation. Yaakov tilted his head half a degree toward him.

At eighteen fourteen, a discreet knock came at the front door. Tehillah rose. She went to open it.

Cardinal Pietro Lombardi stepped in. He wore the plain gray overcoat over the black cassock — not the cardinal purple. He had left his red zucchetto at the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio. He wore at his neck only the small olivewood cross from Bethlehem his grandfather had brought back in 5707.

He stopped on the threshold of the dining room. He did not cross it.

Yaakov set the cup back on the table. He looked at Lombardi for six seconds without speaking.

Lombardi said, in Italian, voice very low:

— I have come to hear the telling. Not to eat your bread. Continue.

Yaakov nodded once.

He picked up the Haggadah again. He turned the page to the maggid. He read the first word at a measured volume — not too high, not too low:

— הָא לַחְמָא עַנְיָא דִּי אֲכָלוּ אַבְהָתָנָא בְּאַרְעָא דְמִצְרָיִם. This is the bread of affliction that our fathers ate in the land of Egypt.

Lombardi, on the threshold, did not make the sign of the cross. He folded his hands before him, palms open toward the table. He kept his eyes open.

The maggid was beginning.

The bush was burning. It was not consumed.

And that night, for the first time in fifty-five years, a prince of the Roman Church listened to the story of the going out from Egypt not as an ancient text he had inherited by abolition, but as a living account whose permission to remain on the threshold he had had to request.

At eighteen fourteen twenty-two, Tehillah Shabazi, scribe-passe-Yokheved, looked at the truncated eleventh point of the medal at Daniel’s neck.

She said, in a very low voice, in Hebrew, unpointed, because it was the line she kept for herself:

— מתחיל הסדר. מתחיל התיקון השני.

The séder begins. The second tikun begins.

Daniel, hearing her, thought again of the line in his grandfather’s notebook. He thought it now in English, the language of the parchment he had signed beneath the obelisk:

We file the indictment. We do not pass sentence. Judgment belongs to HaShem alone.

He raised his cup with the others.

The first berakha was already over.
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Chapter 27 — Kitchen — four fifty-eight in the morning

Tehillah Shabazi opened the door of Esther Aboab’s refrigerator and took nothing from it.

She wanted only the light. The small yellow bulb above the egg compartment lit up with the soft hum of cut current. Tehillah left the door open. She sat on the pale ash-wood stool that Yossef Aboab had built himself in five thousand seven hundred forty-six at his workshop in Belém out of a plank of Lebanon cedar his cousin Eliyahu Aboab had brought back from Tyre.

She did not say Modeh Ani (the morning prayer of return of the soul). She had said it two hours earlier, at three ten, standing in the guest room, facing east. What she was doing now was not prayer. It was a watch.

On the kitchen table, under a cream linen napkin embroidered with a silver-thread Star of David by her grandmother Aboab in Mogador in five thousand six hundred ninety-four, lay the jute sack that contained the Yemenite parchment. Tehillah did not lift it. She placed her right palm flat on the napkin. Through the cloth, the contact of the black leather, and through the leather, the contact of the brown linen thread of the binding, and through the thread, the contact of the four lines — three written, one blank.

She closed her eyes.

Her great-grandfather Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi had placed his hand on this same parchment in the month of Tevet five thousand six hundred forty-two, in the rough-stone house of the Jewish quarter of Sanaa. He had been forty-three years old. He had read the three lines in Judean Aramaic aloud, alone in the inner courtyard, and he had not signed the fourth. Twelve years later, in the month of Sivan five thousand six hundred fifty-three, he had killed the fifteenth scribe of the Mattatya lineage, and the eleventh point of the truncated medallion that Tehillah wore beneath her shirt — at the hollow of her collarbone, against the skin, fastened by a leather cord dyed with henna by her grandmother Sa’ada Shabazi in five thousand seven hundred forty — was the point of his repentance.

One hundred forty-five years.

Tehillah opened her eyes. The fridge light warmed the inner angle of her right thigh. She did not move.

She said, in Hebrew, without voice, jaw barely parted:

— סָבָּא, אֲנִי כָּאן. (Saba, ani kan — Grandfather, I am here.)

The fridge hummed a second time. The compressor kicked in. Tehillah closed the door. The kitchen sank back into the blue of before-dawn rising from the window onto the inner courtyard of via della Lungara fourteen.

She stayed on the stool, right hand on the napkin, until the bell of San Giacomo in Settimiana struck five.

On the fifth stroke she said:

— הַיּוֹם הַתִּקּוּן מַתְחִיל. (Hayom ha-tikoun matḥil — Today the mending begins.)

She lifted the napkin. She drew out the jute sack. She folded it, the left corner over the right corner, the fold turned inward — not from symmetry, from a family habit learned at six years old in her mother Rachel’s kitchen in Yemin Moshe. She set it back beneath the napkin.

She rose. She put the tea water on the burner. She filled Esther’s red copper kettle to the third inside mark — the one for four cups. She lit the gas.

The blue flame covered the base of the kettle in an uneven half-circle.




Via della Lungara — back bedroom

Daniel Vidal lay down on the double bed without undressing.

The mattress was new, firm. The white sheets smelled of Italian Persil laundry powder. Avigaïl sat on the edge, her back against the wall, watching the soles of Daniel’s feet.

He said:

— Four hours.

— Three.

— Why three.

— Because I want to hear the house.

Avigaïl did not sleep. Daniel closed his eyes. His right thigh warmed beneath the trouser cloth — not the scar, the thigh itself, at the place of the Yabbok.

Above the bed, hung on the western wall by a rusted nail, an olive-wood frame. A black-and-white photograph of a bearded man in a dark suit, standing before a building of pale stone. Esther had said it in passing: her grandfather Aharon Aboulker, photographed in Mogador in five thousand seven hundred one in front of the Beith Haknesset Slat el-Azama.

Daniel did not ask why this photograph was hung precisely above this bed.

He slept two hours and fifty minutes.





Bathroom — nine fifty-three

Avigaïl turned on the bathroom tap and let the water run cold for eleven seconds before placing her hands beneath it.

The tile was blue and white, an irregular checkerboard pattern that the Aboab family had laid down in five thousand seven hundred forty-two when they bought the apartment from cousin Eduardo Aboab of Belém. The majolica came from Caltagirone — a shipment of eight crates by boat through Naples that Esther recounted at every visit, because one crate had cracked at unloading and they had had to complete with a slightly paler replacement tile, visible at the bottom right of the shower stall.

Avigaïl watched her hands under the water.

The nails were short, cut to the quick the night before by Tehillah with the grandmother Aboab’s small silver scissors. The knuckles of both index fingers were bruised blue — blows landed seven days earlier against the stone wall of the northern corridor of sublevel minus three of the Vatican, when Avigaïl had had to force the lock of safe-room Y-32 with Sister Maria Battista’s master key after Sister Maria Battista had lost consciousness in the corridor.

Avigaïl shut off the tap.

She dried her hands with the folded linen towel on the radiator. The towel smelled of dry lavender — Esther had placed Sintra lavender sachets in every closet since five thousand seven hundred seventy-nine. The scent crossed Avigaïl’s skin down to the base of the sternum.

She raised her head toward the mirror above the basin.

Her face carried the last eight days. Violet circles beneath the right eye — not the left, the right eye had always slept less well than the left since she was fourteen, since the night her father Avraham Cohen had received the call about the death of his own mother at Hadassah Har Hatsofim in five thousand seven hundred seventy-eight, and Avigaïl, woken, had heard from her own room the breaking of his voice in the hallway. The vertical cut above the right cheekbone — gash made by a wood splinter on her way out of the safe-room seven days earlier — was beginning to crust over.

She laid her index finger on the crust. She did not press. She let the finger rest.

Daniel would sign at thirteen fifty-four on the fourteenth of Sivan. Eight more days. She had known it for four days. She had not told him. Tehillah had known for six days. Yaakov had known for five. Lombardi would know at three o’clock sharp today — they would tell him themselves, or he would already have understood it in the night, reading the verse Me-rosh shoresh ha-edout for the sixth time since the death of Hadassah Pereira.

Avigaïl lowered the finger.

She took the boxwood hairbrush from the shelf beneath the mirror. She combed slowly. Long black hair to the waist, parted in the middle, inherited from her grandmother Sarah Pereira of Mogador who had died in Marseille in five thousand seven hundred forty-nine and whom she remembered only by a black-and-white photograph of the grandmother at forty years old sitting on the Bab el-Marsa jetty.

She combed for four minutes.

She braided. One single thick braid, low, fastened with a black elastic pulled from her right wrist, where she carried six spares since the flight from Jerusalem on the third of Sivan.

She set the brush down.

She did not close the bathroom door on the way out. She did not want the latch sound to wake Daniel.

She crossed the hallway without sound. Her bare feet now recognized the three floorboards that creaked — the second under the door of the back bedroom, the fifth under the Aboulker frame, the last before the kitchen door. She avoided all three.

In the kitchen, Tehillah was seated on the stool, in front of a cooled tea, watching the window.

Avigaïl stopped at the threshold.

Tehillah said, without turning her head:

— He slept.

— Yes.

— How long.

— Two hours fifty.

Tehillah barely nodded.

Avigaïl entered the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of water at the tap. She drank standing, back against the wall, watching the prayer shawl that Yaakov had laid folded on the chair at the table in anticipation of the afternoon minha.

She finished her glass. She set the glass in the sink without rinsing it. Tehillah said nothing about the unrinsed glass.

Avigaïl left the kitchen. She went to sit in the living room, on Esther’s low chair in worn red velvet, her hands joined at her knees, and waited.





Living room — eleven twenty-two

Yaakov spread the three documents on the table.

Yemenite parchment. Four lines: three written in Judean Aramaic of the first century, the fourth blank. Two Vidal sheets, set to the right, joined. The Yehuda-Yeshu file, to the left, framed at its margins by Lombardi’s Latin annotations.

Tobias Pereira leaned in. Round eyeglasses slipped to the tip of his nose. He read the three lines of the parchment in a low voice in Aramaic — his reading was hesitant, he had learned the language only at thirty in a Roman Jesuit seminary, and he distorted the long vowels.

Yaakov did not correct him.

At the end of the third line — Me-rosh shoresh ha-edout, asher hem ovdim — Tobias raised his head.

— And from this root has been born everything that you serve.

— Yes.

— Lombardi read the same verse seven days ago.

— Yes.

— And he still crossed over.

— He crossed over because* he had read the same verse.*

Tobias nodded. He looked at the Yehuda-Yeshu document. Three lines of Aramaic in red, brown-red ink on a gray ground.

He read the three lines very low. At the third — Those who say in my name that I abolished the Torah will lie about me — he stopped.

— Hadassah knew.

Yaakov nodded.

— Hadassah filed the dossier in five thousand seven hundred eighty-four. She had read it. She had known for two years.

— She never spoke of it to me.

— She could not. The halakha of Sephardic passers forbids revelation to the direct cousin before the operational window opens. The window opened with Carafa’s death. She told you in two words before she died.

Tobias removed his glasses. He wiped them with a corner of his gray wool sweater.

He put them back on.

— Lombardi comes at three.

— Three sharp.

Tobias was silent.





Kitchen — thirteen oh five

Esther took out of the oven a dish of rice with chickpeas and mutton that she had let simmer for three hours.

Tehillah set the table alone. No help requested. No help offered.

Daniel arrived in the kitchen in slippers. He had not changed his shirt but he had washed his face. His wet hair dripped onto his collar.

Avigaïl arrived after him. The pearl-gray dress changed for another — navy blue borrowed from Esther, two sizes too large, belted at the waist with a scarf. The blue paled her face. The circles beneath her right eye were violet.

Yaakov was already eating. Tobias was drinking tea. Khachatour had gone back to the Vatican at eleven to confirm Lombardi.

Esther said, in French:

— Khachatour returns at fourteen fifty. Lombardi comes up the courtyard service stairs at three sharp. No doorbell. Three long knocks and one short on the kitchen service door. I open.

Daniel sat. He took the spoon. The rice was still burning.

He ate without tasting.

Outside the apartment, on via della Lungara, a bell struck thirteen at San Giacomo in Settimiana. Avigaïl raised her head toward the closed window. The glass trembled at each stroke.

On the seventh stroke, she said, in Hebrew, very low:

— דָּוִיד הָאַחֲרוֹן. (David ha-aḥaron — David the last.)

Daniel did not answer.

Tehillah, standing near the sink, closed her eyes.





Right-hand room — fourteen ten

Yaakov drew the prayer shawl from the suitcase.

His father’s talith זצ״ל (zatsal — zekher tsadik livrakha, the memory of the righteous for a blessing) — the one he had carried the night of the third of Sivan to Tehillah’s house, the one he had worn during the quartet’s prayer at four twenty-six in the morning of the fourth of Sivan.

The cloth had yellowed at the corners. The tsitsiyot (fringes) were frayed at one corner — the one that Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal used to hold in his right hand when he prayed, rubbing the cloth between index and thumb during the verses of shema.

Yaakov spread the talith on the bed. He removed his blue canvas jacket. His white shirt was sweating under the armpits. He pulled the shirt from his trousers. He wrapped himself.

The talith covered his shoulders. He said the lehit’atef blessing very low. He turned east — east lay behind the wall of the Corsini palace, that is, toward the Vatican gardens eight hundred meters in a straight line.

He prayed minha alone.

When he finished, at fourteen twenty-six, he did not immediately fold the talith. He stayed standing, talith on his shoulders, looking at the Corsini palace wall.

He thought of his father zatsal. Not a formulated thought — only the presence of the talith on his own nape that brought back the memory of his father’s nape zatsal beneath the same cloth in five thousand seven hundred sixty-five in Tzfat, when Yaakov had been forty-one and his father zatsal seventy-two. The booth of a Sephardic rabbi praying minha behind the desk of his medical office. The sound of a quill that was not his own — that of Rav Yossef zatsal making one last correction to a halakhic letter for a man from Beit She’an.

Yaakov folded the talith. He laid it on the bedside table.

He left the room.

He went to the apartment door and waited for Khachatour.

Khachatour arrived at fourteen fifty-two. His cassock smelled of the incense of the none office he had attended at the Armenian Holy Sepulchre of Rome so as not to attract attention. He said, in Italian, in a low voice:

— Lombardi is coming. Three sharp. He carries the Sanhedrin 98a satchel. He is alone. Bertinelli is still asleep.

Yaakov nodded.

— And the pope?

Khachatour closed his eyes for two seconds.

— The pope does not yet know. Lombardi will wait until ten this evening to speak to him. Not before.

— Ten o’clock.

— Pope Leo the Fourteenth sleeps at eleven sharp since his election. Lombardi has a one-hour window.

Yaakov nodded. Khachatour went into the kitchen.

Esther poured him a coffee. Khachatour drank it standing, three swallows.





Back bedroom — fourteen fifty-two

At fourteen fifty-two, in the back bedroom, Daniel stood before the dresser’s pitted mirror and tied the black silk tie for the first time in eight days.

The Windsor knot that his father Yossef Vidal zatsal had taught him at thirteen in Casablanca, in the upper room of the house on Boulevard Mohammed the Fifth, on a navy silk scarf that smelled of Eau de Cologne 4711 — Daniel tied it now with the same index-finger tension under the collar. The memory was not an image. It was the gesture, exact, of the left index finger sliding the wide panel through the loop.

He finished. The knot fell straight, slightly thick at the top.

He raised his eyes. He saw in the mirror, behind his right shoulder, the olive-wood frame above the bed, and the photograph of grandfather Aharon Aboulker in a dark suit before the Beith Haknesset Slat el-Azama of Mogador in five thousand seven hundred one.

He turned. He looked at the frame directly.

Aharon Aboulker had died in five thousand seven hundred thirty-two in Casablanca, before Daniel’s birth. He was not of the Vidal-Mattatya lineage. He was not a scribe. He had been a cloth merchant who had taken in second marriage the younger sister of Daniel’s paternal grandmother Bouhena Vidal. A fragment of cousinhood through the women, in the folds of the Sephardic-Moroccan fabric where every family touches every family by at least three branches.

And the photograph was above the bed where Daniel had slept two hours and fifty minutes.

He did not know whether Esther knew. Whether Yossef knew. Whether it had been placed there on purpose. Or simply because it had been there for thirty years, and no one had ever thought to move it.

He decided that both were true. That it was there by chance, and that it was there because the hand of the Holy One blessed be He had written the chance of this photograph above the bed where Daniel the last Vidal would spend the last night before the meeting with Lombardi that led him to the fourth line.

He left the room.

In the hallway he stopped before the second floorboard. He crossed it placing his right foot two centimeters to the right — not to avoid the creak, but from a habit picked up during the night so as not to wake Avigaïl.

He entered the living room.

Daniel had tucked the white shirt back into his trousers. The beige canvas jacket inherited from Yossef Vidal zatsal. The black leather satchel containing the three documents held against his chest.

Avigaïl followed him. She had kept Esther’s blue dress. She had placed a navy scarf over her hair.

Tehillah was already in the living room, on the back chair, hands joined on the jute sack.

Yaakov entered last. He went to sit facing the empty chair reserved for Lombardi.

At three o’clock sharp, three long knocks and one short rang on the kitchen service door.

Esther went to open.

Cardinal Pietro Lombardi entered the apartment of via della Lungara fourteen.

He wore his red cassock. The silver pectoral cross. A black leather briefcase in his right hand. No escort. No expression on his face.

He bowed half a degree before Esther. Esther returned half a degree, without speaking. She locked the door behind him with a double turn.

Lombardi walked to the living room.

He stopped at the threshold. He looked at Yaakov. He looked at Daniel. He looked at Avigaïl. He looked at Tehillah last.

He said, in Italian, very low:

— Pace a voi. (Peace to you.)

Yaakov answered, in Hebrew:

— שָׁלוֹם עֲלֵיכֶם. (Shalom aleikhem — peace upon you.)

Lombardi stepped into the living room.

He set the briefcase on the table. He sat in the reserved chair. He folded his hands over the briefcase.

The confrontation began.
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Chapter 28 — Via della Lungara fourteen — salon, fifteen oh two

Lombardi opened the black leather case.

He drew out two books and a printed A4 sheet. The Sanhedrin folio ninety-eight a from the Steinsaltz edition, cream paper worn at the edges. The Nestle-Aland twenty-eighth edition, marked with a red ribbon at chapter five of Matthew. An A4 sheet bearing a printout of the verse Me-rosh shoresh ha-edut in Judean Aramaic.

He set the three pieces facing Yaakov.

Yaakov did not touch them.

Lombardi spoke, in Italian, voice low:

— Doctor Eichenbaum. I have had seven days to think about what I am now telling you. No more. Seven days.

— I am listening.

Lombardi took from the inside pocket of his cassock a kraft envelope. Not the same one Cardozo had carried — this one bore the papal seal, but broken. Lombardi had opened it himself.

— Pope Leo XIV received last night a file from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. The prefect, Cardinal Mendoza, has flagged an anomaly in the private archives of the late Cardinal Carafa. Fascicule 14 Y-32 is missing. Inventory carried out by Carafa’s secretary forty-eight hours after his death. Disappearance traced to Sister Maria Battista, archivist, deceased 17 Iyar. The dossier concludes — an internal conspiracy within the Secret Apostolic Archives. The pope reads the file this morning between seven and eight. He summons Mendoza at nine. The conversation lasted seven minutes. The pope ordered silence on the matter until ten o’clock tomorrow.

— Why ten o’clock tomorrow?

— Because the pope must speak with me at ten precisely tomorrow morning.

Yaakov did not react.

Lombardi set his right hand flat on the Sanhedrin ninety-eight a folio.

— Doctor. The pope does not yet know I have the fascicule. He does not yet know I have given a copy of it to a Sephardic-Yokheved quartet arriving in Rome. He does not yet know I have written teshuvah in the margin of the Sanhedrin folio ninety-eight a nine days ago. Tomorrow morning at ten he will know everything.

Daniel, standing against the wall behind Yaakov’s chair, felt the sweat slide down behind his right ear.

Avigaïl, standing a meter and a half from Yaakov, to the right, folded her arms across her chest.

Tehillah, seated at the back, slowly opened her eyes.

Lombardi went on, lower still:

— I have come to ask you something that exceeds what you expect. I have not come to ask you for the fourth line. The fourth line — Daniel will sign it regardless, at thirteen fifty-four on 14 Sivan. The blood of Mattatya has its own force, which does not wait for me. I have come to ask you something else.

Yaakov remained silent.

— I have come to ask you to let me be pope for thirty-six hours.

The silence lasted twelve seconds.

Yaakov tilted his head.

— Pope of what?

— Pope of the Catholic teshuvah. I am not Leo XIV. He is. But from the moment I step out of this apartment until the moment Daniel’s blood touches the fourth line, I will be the official bearer of the Church’s teshuvah. I will write it this evening in a four-page encyclical I sign in my own name. Not with the papal seal. With my name. Pietro Lombardi. I will hand the encyclical to the pope at ten tomorrow. He will decide to publish it or burn it. But it will exist. And it will have been written before the signing of the fourth line, not after.

Yaakov looked at Daniel.

Daniel did not move.

Yaakov looked at Tehillah.

Tehillah said, in Hebrew, very low:

— פֶּטֶר לוֹמְבַּרְדִי שׁוֹאֵל אֶת רְשׁוּתֵנוּ. נִתֵּן. (Pietro Lombardi asks our permission. Let us give it.)

Yaakov nodded.

He came back to Lombardi.

— Eminence. You have our permission. You will write the encyclical in your own name. Not with the papal seal. This is the decision of the scribe-passe Yokheved lineage gathered here at fifteen seventeen on Tuesday 6 Sivan 5786, in a Sephardic kitchen of Trastevere, beneath the talith of Rav Yossef ben Mordechai Eichenbaum zatsal. You write. You sign. You hand it to the pope tomorrow morning at ten.

Lombardi inclined his head fifteen degrees. No more.

— Thank you.

Yaakov said nothing.

In the silence that followed, Daniel watched Lombardi’s hands — sixty-two years old, dry, the knuckles of the right hand slightly enlarged where a Pelikan pen had pressed against the proximal joint for fifty years of Vatican memoranda. He thought again of his grandfather Mordechai Vidal zatsal’s notebook. Not the long list of accusations. The single closing line, set apart from the rest, written in the steadier hand Mordechai zatsal had reserved for what he called halakha for the next generation:


We file the bill of indictment. We do not pronounce sentence. Where there is human justice, there is no justice. Where there is no human justice, there is justice — for the case ascends, untouched, to the only Court that does not err. Judgment belongs to HaShem alone.



Daniel held the line in his chest the whole length of the chapter that was about to be written, and the whole length of the one that would never be — because the man before him was, for the first time in fifty-five years, an accused who was choosing to write his own indictment in his own hand.

I accuse Carafa, Daniel thought, who locked Mattatya’s testimony in fascicule 14 Y-32 for one hundred fifteen years. I accuse the system that kept it there. I do not pass sentence. I leave that to HaShem alone.

He did not say it aloud.

Lombardi drew his black Pelikan M800 with the gold italic nib from the inside pocket of his cassock. He opened the Nestle-Aland to chapter five of Matthew. He unfolded the A4 sheet bearing the Aramaic verse. He took out a blank sheet folded in two that he carried inside the Nestle-Aland.

He began to write.

He wrote for fifty-two minutes without raising his head.

No one in the room moved during those fifty-two minutes.

Tehillah, at sixteen oh nine, said in Hebrew very low:

— בָּרוּךְ הַשֵּׁם. (Blessed be HaShem.)

Lombardi set down his pen at sixteen oh nine.

He folded the sheet in quarters. He slid it into the right inside pocket of his cassock.

He looked at Yaakov.

— I have finished. Four pages. Latin and Italian. Three hundred Latin words, one thousand two hundred Italian. Title — Reditus ad Israel — On the Church’s teshuvah before the house that has never been replaced. Subtitle — Personal encyclical of Cardinal Pietro Lombardi, Archbishop Emeritus of Treviso, to Pope Leo XIV, on the eve of Christian Pentecost two thousand twenty-six and the Hebrew Pesach Sheni 5786, seven Sivan 5786. The pope will read it tomorrow at ten precisely.

Yaakov nodded.

— One question.

— Yes.

— If the pope burns it?

Lombardi held silence for six seconds.

— If the pope burns it, I publish a copy Saturday morning at six precisely through the channel of the Pereiras of Assisi, in a neutral Italian publication. Not the Corriere. Not La Repubblica. Avvenire. The moderate Catholic daily. I will be removed within the week. But the teshuvah will have been spoken publicly, signed, and dated.

Tobias, who had stood in the kitchen doorway throughout the fifty-two minutes, inclined his head without speaking.

Lombardi rose.

He did not extend his hand to Yaakov. Yaakov did not rise either.

Lombardi crossed the salon toward the kitchen. Esther was waiting for him at the service door. She opened it for him.

Lombardi left the apartment at sixteen twenty-two.

On the service stair, the fifth step creaked. Lombardi set his right foot on it. He felt the creak. He continued without stopping.

At the courtyard exit, two Roman pigeons took flight.

Lombardi took a taxi on via dei Riari. He said to the driver, in Italian:

— Palazzo San Carlo, Porta Sant’Anna.

The driver — an Italian of Neapolitan origin, sixty, wearing a Stadio Maradona cap — pulled out without asking a question. Lombardi was not wearing the visible pectoral cross. He had raised the collar of his cassock to his chin.

In the taxi, he took the four-page sheet from his right inside pocket. He looked at it for seventeen seconds. He folded it again. He put it away.

In the salon at via della Lungara fourteen, Yaakov had not moved from his chair.

Daniel approached the table.

He looked at the Sanhedrin folio ninety-eight a Lombardi had left on the table. The Italian margin beside the passage of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai carried Lombardi’s hand: 7 Sivan 5786 — teshuvah. Pietro Lombardi.

Daniel set his right hand flat on the margin.

He felt, through the paper, the six-pointed scar in his chest recognize the Hasmonean seal in the signature of a Roman cardinal.

He said nothing.

Avigaïl came up beside him. She placed her left hand flat on the margin a centimeter from Daniel’s — not mirrored, a centimeter apart, fingers pointing in the same direction as his.

Tobias, in the kitchen doorway, said in French very low:

— Hadassah knew.

Yaakov, from his chair, without turning his head:

— Hadassah has known since 5784.

Esther, in the kitchen, closed her eyes.

Outside, on via della Lungara, the bell of San Giacomo in Settimiana rang sixteen thirty. The glass of the courtyard window trembled at each stroke.

On the sixth stroke, Tehillah said, in Hebrew, very low:

— הָאוֹר נִדְלַק בָּרוֹמִי. (The light has been kindled in Rome.)

No one answered.

The late-afternoon light of Roman May entered through the kitchen window, already yellowed, and fell on the Sanhedrin folio ninety-eight a where Lombardi’s Mont Blanc midnight-blue ink was beginning to dry.
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Chapter 29 — Palazzo San Carlo — Papal Residence, 7 Sivan 5786, nine fifty-two

Lombardi rang the bell at the pope’s private door.

He wore his red cassock. No visible pectoral cross — he had left it in his room at the palace at dawn. Black leather case in his right hand. The papal secretary, a young Chilean Jesuit of about thirty-five, opened the door in silence. He knew Lombardi. He stepped aside.

Lombardi entered the small back office.

Pope Leo XIV was standing at the east window. Simple white cassock. Ordinary silver cross. Sixty-seven years old. Gray hair cut short. He was looking out at the parrot courtyard.

He turned.

— Pietro.

— Holiness.

The pope sat behind the oak desk. Lombardi sat across from him. He set the case on his knees. He opened it. He drew out the Sanhedrin ninety-eight a folio. He drew out the Nestle-Aland. He drew out the copy of the Yehuda-Yeshu document. He drew out the four-page handwritten sheet signed Pietro Lombardi.

He laid everything on the desk.

The pope did not touch it immediately.

Lombardi spoke for seventeen minutes. In Italian. Calm voice, low. He told what he had done on 7 Sivan at six twenty-two in his private chapel. He told that he had met the Sephardic-Yokheved quartet the previous day at fifteen hundred in a kitchen in Trastevere. He told that he had written a personal encyclical in his own name, without the papal seal, and that he was handing it to the pope this morning for decision.

Pope Leo XIV listened without interrupting.

When Lombardi had finished, the pope took up the handwritten sheet. He read it in Italian — four pages, fifteen hundred words, clean Pelikan M800 calligraphy, without a strikeout.

Reading time — eight minutes.

The pope set the sheet down. He folded his hands on the desk.

He spoke, in English — his language of inner thought despite his perfect Italian:

— Pietro. You know what this means for the Church if I give my consent.

— I know, Holiness.

— Vatican Three in fewer than forty Latin words.

— Three hundred words, Holiness. Not forty.

— Forty would be enough. You know what moment of Church history we would be in.

Lombardi did not answer.

The pope rose. He walked to the east window. He looked at the parrot courtyard.

He said, without turning, in English:

— My father was named Daniel. My paternal grandfather was named Joseph. My paternal grandmother, whose maiden name was Vidal, was born at Mogador in 5708 (nineteen forty-eight). She left Mogador in 5722 (nineteen sixty-two) with her parents. I carry, in my paternal line, something of the blood that will be borne at thirteen fifty-four on 14 Sivan in Saint Peter’s Square. No one knows it. The conclave that elected me did not know it. The Vatican does not know it. I know it. And now you know it.

Lombardi did not move for seven seconds.

The pope turned.

— What is the name of the fourteenth scribe?

— Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. Forty-four years old. Born seven Iyar 5742 (nineteen eighty-two) in Tel Aviv. Sephardic analyst at the Shabak, Vatican section. Direct descendant of Mattatya ha-Hashmonai through the Latin translation of the name — Vidal = Mattatya hai.

The pope nodded.

— Vidal of Mogador.

— Vidal of Mogador through his paternal grandmother, who left Mogador in 5717 (nineteen fifty-seven) with her son Mordechai. Daniel descends in direct line from that grandmother.

— So he and I are distant cousins.

— Through the Vidals of Mogador, Holiness. Third or fourth degree, to be arbitrated by the Vidal archives of Casablanca.

The pope closed his eyes.

He opened them again after seven seconds.

He said, in Italian this time:

— Pietro. I have not burned your encyclical. I will not publish it under the papal seal either. I will read it three times tonight, in Latin, aloud, alone, in my private chapel. Tomorrow morning I will give you my answer. That will be my decision. Not before.

Lombardi inclined his head fifteen degrees.

— Very well, Holiness.

— And Pietro.

— Yes, Holiness.

— When I was elected in 5784, I prayed through the night that followed the conclave in the Sistine Chapel. At three twenty-three in the morning I heard a voice. Not in the chapel. In my chest cavity. The voice said in Judean Aramaic — not in Latin, not in Greek, in Judean Aramaic — אַתָּה הָאַפִּיפְיוֹר שֶׁיִּסְתַּכֵּל. אַתָּה לֹא הָאַפִּיפְיוֹר שֶׁיְּדַבֵּר. (You are the pope who will look. You are not the pope who will speak.) I had never told this to anyone. I believed for twenty-one months that the voice referred to the ordinary pontifical silences. I now believe it referred to a specific event.

Lombardi remained silent.

— If your event of 14 Sivan is that event, I will be on the balcony at thirteen fifty-four. I will look. I will not speak. I will let the surveillance cameras record.

Lombardi closed his eyes. He felt in his chest cavity the same sliding-stone motion he had felt on 7 Sivan at six twenty-four in his private chapel.

— Grazie, Santità.

— You may go. Go and tell Daniel Vidal that the pope of Rome is his distant cousin through his paternal grandmother of Mogador. Tell him I will be on the balcony. Tell him I will not speak.

Lombardi rose. He did not extend his hand. The pope inclined his head.

Lombardi left the Palazzo San Carlo at ten fifty-two.

He walked to the house on via della Lungara. Fourteen minutes. The Roman heatwave of 7 Sivan fell on the cobblestones at over thirty degrees. The red cassock stuck to his back.

At eleven oh seven, Lombardi rang the kitchen service bell at Esther Aboulker’s.

Three long knocks and one short.

Esther opened.

Lombardi stepped in. He said, in Italian, very low:

— The pope has heard me. He will decide tomorrow. But.

He stopped. Yaakov, standing in the kitchen, nodded once.

— But?

— Pope Leo XIV is the distant cousin of Daniel Vidal. His paternal grandmother, born Vidal at Mogador in 5708. The pope did not know it before the conclave. He learned it last night reading the Vidal archives of Casablanca I gave him at twenty-one hundred yesterday evening. He will be on the balcony. Thirteen fifty-four. He will not speak. He will look. The cameras will record.

Yaakov did not move.

Daniel, standing in the salon doorway, set his right hand on his chest at the place of the six-pointed scar. The scar knocked seven times in four seconds.

Avigaïl, behind Daniel, closed her eyes.

Tehillah, at the back of the salon, said nothing.

Tobias came into the kitchen in slippers.

Khachatour had already left for the Vatican for the morning lauds.

Esther double-locked the service door.

The silence in the kitchen lasted eighty-six seconds.

Lombardi broke it. In Italian, very low:

— Doctor Eichenbaum. I am leaving now. I return to the Palazzo San Carlo to prepare tomorrow’s paschal vigil. On 14 Sivan, thirteen fifty-four, I will be at the north Bernini colonnade. Saint Peter’s Square. I will be holding a missal open to the page of Pesach. Daniel Vidal and Avigaïl Cohen-Eichenbaum will position themselves facing me, ten meters away, beneath the Egyptian obelisk. Tehillah Shabazi and you yourself will remain six meters behind. Avner Ben-Ezri will provide cover from the roof of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio. Khachatour will open the access route to the square through the Porta Sant’Anna under Armenian transit pass.

— Understood.

— The fourth line will be signed in black ink from a Sephardic Pelikan M400, on the olive-wood table Khachatour will transport from my private chapel at ten in the morning. The table is ready. The reed pen is ready. Everything is ready.

— Understood.

Lombardi inclined his head. He left through the service door.

Esther double-locked it.

The quartet remained in the kitchen without moving.

At thirteen twenty-four, the clock of San Giacomo in Settimiana struck thirteen. The kitchen counted eight strokes before moving.

Daniel finally sat down at the table.

He said, in French, very low:

— Distant cousin.

Avigaïl sat across from him — not mirrored, at an angle, on the corner chair, knees pressed together to one side.

— Distant cousin.

Tehillah said, in Hebrew, very low:

— קוֹל הָאַחֲרוֹן עוֹלֶה. (The voice of the last one rises.)

Yaakov said nothing.

Outside, on via della Lungara, a bread-delivery scooter sounded the horn three times for an old woman to clear his path in front of number twelve. The old woman did not hurry.

Esther set the kettle on the burner. The gas clicked. The blue flame caught.

No one asked for coffee.

In the silence, Daniel let the line of his grandfather’s notebook rise once more behind his teeth, this time as the answer to the news Lombardi had brought. Not as a thought. As a vow he was about to carry to the obelisk.

We file the bill of indictment. We do not pass sentence. Where there is human justice, there is no justice. Where there is no human justice, there is justice — for the case ascends, untouched, to the only Court that does not err. Judgment belongs to HaShem alone.

The blue flame held under the kettle.

The water began to whisper.
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Chapter 30 — Hotel Hassler, Rome — Room 612, 13 Sivan 5786

The blister on Hosseini’s right heel had turned into a violet hematoma.

He had pierced it the day before with a needle sterilized over a lighter. Yellow liquid had run onto a white handkerchief, which he had then dropped into the bathroom wastebasket. The skin around the hematoma stayed hot.

Hosseini paced room 612 in hotel slippers. He had been pacing since three in the morning. He had slept four hours.

On the desk: the Rome map at one to five thousand, centered on Vatican City. Satellite photographs of Saint Peter’s Square. The red folder with the identifications of the four bearers.

On the coffee table: a rifle disassembled.

Accuracy International AX50. The same model Jamal Mostafa had used for the Maria Battista operation. Hosseini had received it the day before by Iranian diplomatic pouch via the cultural attaché of the embassy in Rome. Black composite stock. Fluted seventy-two-centimeter barrel. Schmidt and Bender PM II five to twenty-five by fifty-six scope. Tactical bipod. Caliber twelve point seven by ninety-nine NATO.

Hosseini had spent two hours reassembling it piece by piece. He had disassembled it. He had reassembled it again. He had left it broken down for the final visual inspection.

He walked to the window. The Spanish Steps below. Japanese tourists taking photos. A street painter selling portraits at ten euros a pose.

The Nokia 5310 vibrated on the desk.

— Hamid.

— Bijan.

— 14 Sivan position?

— Roof of the Palazzo Pio. West side of the square. Firing distance one hundred eighty-two meters to the Egyptian obelisk. Elevation seventeen degrees. Wind forecast two to three kilometers per hour, south-southeast. Ideal target — standing, static, beneath obelisk.

— Primary target?

— Daniel ben Yossef Vidal. First strike at thirteen fifty-three. Secondary strike thirteen fifty-four oh two on the woman Cohen-Eichenbaum. If required, tertiary strike thirteen fifty-four oh eight on Doctor Eichenbaum. The Yemenite woman — we leave her.

— Why.

— Doctrine. No elderly civilians.

Hosseini was silent for four seconds.

— Hamid. The Yemenite woman is an operative of the scribe-passe Yokheved line. She is not a civilian.

— Bijan. She is twenty-eight years old. She has been a widow since the age of sixteen. She carries a five-millimeter scar in her left palm. She bears no weapon. She will not sign the parchment. She is not the target.

Hosseini held silence for nine seconds.

— Agreed. Not Tehillah. Daniel, Avigaïl, Yaakov. In that order.

— Understood.

— And Lombardi?

— Lombardi is not in the firing perimeter. Doctrine. We do not shoot a Roman cardinal during a paschal ceremony. Tehran would not tolerate it. But if he interposes himself physically between the scope and the target, we shoot through him.

— Through him.

— Through him.

Hosseini nodded, alone in room 612. He hung up.

He reassembled the AX50 for the third time. The bolt clicked dry. The scope snapped into the rail. He checked the windage. He checked the elevation. He placed the rifle in the black aluminum case prepared for transport.

He sat down on the sofa. The right heel hurt.

He thought of his cousin Marziyeh. Not for long.

He closed his eyes.




Via della Lungara fourteen, 13 Sivan 5786 — late afternoon

Daniel had not eaten since the day before.

Esther brought him a plate of white rice with nothing else. No meat. No spices. Rice boiled in water, the way it is served to the sick in the Sephardic hospitals of Casablanca.

Daniel took the spoon. He swallowed three spoonfuls.

Avigaïl, beside him, took the same plate Esther offered her. Esther’s blue dress, too large, gathered at the waist with a scarf. Black hair down loose on her shoulders. No makeup. No jewelry — Avigaïl had set her engagement ring, the one her mother Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum had given her in 5783 (two thousand twenty-three), in the drawer of the bedroom dresser at the back of the apartment, because Yaakov had told her the previous evening: on the square, no shining object.

Avigaïl ate five spoonfuls of rice.

Tehillah had not eaten for thirty-six hours. Esther did not offer her a plate.

Yaakov, at the end of the table, drank a glass of tap water.

Tobias, standing against the west wall of the kitchen, looked out the courtyard window. Not the street window — the courtyard window. He was watching for a sign none of the others were waiting for — perhaps the return of Khachatour, gone since ten in the morning to the Vatican for the paschal vigil.

The bell of San Giacomo in Settimiana struck seventeen hundred.

Outside, on via della Lungara, two scooters passed sputtering.

Yaakov said, in French, very low:

— Tomorrow thirteen fifty-four.

No one answered.

Daniel set the spoon back in the rice. He said, in French:

— Yaakov. The signing. How?

Yaakov looked at him for four seconds.

— Sephardic Pelikan M400 reed pen. Yemenite black vegetal ink. Lombardi holds the olivewood table open. Daniel advances. Daniel sets his right hand on the parchment. Daniel dips the reed. Daniel signs the fourth line with the verse you already know — Ani David ben Yossef Vidal, kohen, mi-zera Mattatya hai. Ha-shalom Avraham, Yitshak, Yaakov yagen aleinu. I am Daniel son of Yossef Vidal, priest, of the seed of Mattatya the living. The peace of Avraham, Yitshak, Yaakov protects us.

— And Avigaïl?

— Avigaïl sets her left hand beside yours. Not mirrored. Beside. She says, very low — אֲנִי אֲבִיגַיִל בַּת חֲדַסָּה כֹּהֵן-אַייכֶנְבּוֹים. אֲנִי הָעֵד. (I am Avigaïl daughter of Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. I am the witness.) Not the signer. The witness.

Avigaïl nodded.

— And Tehillah?

— Tehillah holds the jute sack. The bottle of Tubol oil inside. The moment Daniel finishes signing, Tehillah pours the oil onto the fourth line. Not on it. Beside it, a centimeter away. One drop. No more. The drop of oil seals the signature against the nations.

Tehillah nodded. First time since she had arrived in Rome.

— And me.

— You carry the talith of your father zatsal. You stand six meters behind Daniel and Avigaïl. You pray minha in silence during the operation. That is all. You do not touch the parchment. You do not touch the reed. You carry.

Yaakov nodded.

Daniel picked up the spoon again. He ate four more spoonfuls. The rice was bland. He swallowed it without tasting anything.

He thought, between two spoonfuls, of the closing line in his grandfather Mordechai Vidal zatsal’s notebook. Not the long ledger of accusations. The line set apart.

We file the bill of indictment. We do not pronounce sentence. Where there is human justice, there is no justice. Where there is no human justice, there is justice — for the case ascends, untouched, to the only Court that does not err. Judgment belongs to HaShem alone.

He set the spoon down. He pushed the plate three centimeters away.

He did not say the line aloud. The line was for him alone.





Roof of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio, 13 Sivan 5786 — twenty-one twenty-one

Avner Ben-Ezri had come back to Rome the previous evening.

He had left Tel Aviv on the Alitalia fifteen-ten flight. He had been at Fiumicino at seventeen twenty-three. He had taken a taxi under an assumed name to a modest hotel on via della Conciliazione. He had walked to his post at nightfall.

The roof of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio overlooks Saint Peter’s Square from the south. Distance to the Egyptian obelisk — one hundred eighteen meters in a straight line. Distance to the north Bernini colonnade — one hundred forty-two meters. Elevation — twenty-four degrees.

Avner had set up behind the stone parapet. Heckler and Koch P30 in the right inside pocket. Leica binoculars, twelve magnification, weighing four hundred grams, in the left inside pocket. Light aluminum tactical tripod. Cover — accredited photographer for Yedioth Aharonot, paschal vigil.

He had not slept. He would not sleep.

At twenty-one twenty-six of 13 Sivan, his phone vibrated. Tamar Ben-Atar from Eilat.

— Avner.

— Tamar.

— Enemy shooter has been in position since eighteen hundred on a different roof. Roof of the Palazzo Pio. West side of the square. Mahmoud identified him in Vienna by surveillance line on Hosseini. Hosseini has handed the operation to Tabrizi, who executes. Shooter — Hamid Tabrizi in person. AX50, twelve point seven. Firing distance one hundred eighty-seven meters. Primary target Daniel, secondary Avigaïl, tertiary Yaakov. Not Tehillah.

Avner froze.

— Tabrizi himself. Not Mostafa.

— Tabrizi refused the Mostafa strike for this one. He wants to be the shooter. It’s personal.

— Why personal?

— His father died in the Iran-Iraq war in 5740 (nineteen eighty), at twenty-six. Tabrizi is twenty-nine. He has carried operational mourning since childhood. He wants a real target for the first time in his career. Daniel Vidal looks to him like the real target.

Avner inhaled. He took his right eye from the scope. He looked at the roof of the Palazzo Pio, one hundred seventy-two meters northwest. Ochre façade. Red roof. No silhouette visible — Tabrizi was hiding behind a red-brick chimney.

— Tamar. Counter-shooter position?

— You. You are the only Jewish operator within the perimeter with a direct line of fire. Mahmoud arrives in Rome tomorrow morning on the nine-ten Austrian flight, but will not be in position before twelve hundred. Ofir Suissa is in La Spezia, returning to Rome tomorrow morning, in place thirteen hundred. You will be alone until thirteen hundred.

Avner clenched his jaw.

— How many hours alone.

— Fifteen hours and thirty-eight minutes.

Avner did not answer immediately.

— Tamar.

— Yes.

— Tabrizi is twenty-nine. I am forty-nine. Trigger speed at twenty-nine is better than at forty-nine. But angle prediction at forty-nine is better than at twenty-nine. It’s him or me.

— It’s you.

Avner hung up.

He drew the Heckler and Koch P30 from the right inside pocket. He checked it. Magazine. Safety. He set it on the stone parapet, barrel oriented northwest toward the red-brick chimney of the Palazzo Pio.

He thought of his daughter Talya. Nine years old. In Be’er Sheva. At the Bnei Akiva school reciting the shema with her teacher tomorrow morning at eight.

He thought that at thirteen fifty-three of 14 Sivan, Talya would probably be at the school gate eating a cheese sandwich with her mother.

He thought that was good.

He did not think further.

On the other roof, one hundred seventy-two meters northwest, behind the red-brick chimney of the Palazzo Pio, Hamid Tabrizi was checking the bipod position of his AX50 for the fifth time. The Hugo Boss suit had been replaced by Italian roofer’s overalls and a white hard hat. Cover — antenna technician. The same one Mostafa had used for Maria Battista.

Tabrizi had spent two hours memorizing the firing angle.

He was ready.

Five hundred ninety-two meters to the east, in room 612 of the Hotel Hassler, Bijan Hosseini watched the Roman night fall on the Spanish Steps.

He did not sleep either.





Via della Lungara fourteen — Last Night, toward midnight

Daniel and Avigaïl in the back bedroom.

The photograph of Aharon Aboulker in 5701 in front of the Beith Haknesset of Mogador still hung on the west wall. The rusted nail held.

Daniel lay on his back. Avigaïl lay beside him, ten centimeters away. Without touching.

The white sheet separated their two bodies.

Avigaïl said, very low:

— Daniel.

— Yes.

— If tomorrow I die before you.

— You will not die before me.

— If.

— I will say kaddish over your name at Mogador, at Tzfat, and at Jerusalem. Three times a day, eleven months. And after that, I will keep saying your name in a low voice every Friday evening before the shema until my own death. But you will not die before me.

— Daniel.

— Yes.

— If I die after you.

Daniel held silence for four seconds.

— You will not die after me either. The fifth line will write itself, according to the Vidal parchment. The signing of the fourth requires no blood spilled. My father zatsal would have said so if he had known.

— He knew.

— How.

— He wrote it in the letter Eduardo Cardozo gave you. He wrote be ready — he did not write die. Sephardic language is precise on those two verbs.

Daniel turned his head toward the photograph of Aharon Aboulker.

He said, in French, very low:

— Tomorrow at thirteen fifty-four, we will know.

— Tomorrow at thirteen fifty-four, we will know.

Avigaïl closed her eyes.

Daniel did not close his.

In the wall of the Palazzo Corsini, which adjoined the wall of the back bedroom, an eighteenth-century clock struck midnight. The chime crossed the stone and arrived, muted, in Daniel’s left ear.

14 Sivan 5786 was beginning.

At the Palazzo San Carlo, Pope Leo XIV was reciting Compline in his private chapel for the third time that evening. His right hand trembled slightly on the page of the breviary.

At the Hassler, Bijan Hosseini had laid the disassembled AX50 on the bed. He stood facing the window. He was looking at nothing.

At the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio, Avner Ben-Ezri lay flat on the stone parapet of the roof. He looked at the Roman sky — no stars, too much municipal light. He did not sleep.

At the Palazzo Pio, Hamid Tabrizi recited in Farsi, very low, an Islamic prayer for his father dead in 5740. There was no one to hear him.

The bush was burning somewhere still, in a parallel street, and no one, at midnight oh two of 14 Sivan 5786 in Rome, was seeing it.
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Chapter 31 — Via della Lungara fourteen — six in the morning

Daniel had not slept.

Avigaïl had not either. She had risen at five to go to the kitchen for water. She had come back with the glass, set it on the bedside table, and not drunk it.

At six, Esther knocked on the back-bedroom door.

— The olivewood table has arrived. Khachatour is downstairs.

Daniel got up.

The olivewood table — one meter twenty by sixty centimeters, raw top, plain legs — rested in the salon, set flat on the faded red carpet. Khachatour had deep circles under his eyes. He smelled of incense from the lauds of the Armenian chapel of the Holy Sepulchre Roman house.

On the table — three reed pens laid out in a straight line.

The first — Sephardic goose quill, cut fine, olivewood handle from Hebron — the one Yossef Vidal zatsal had used for thirty-two years in his Talmudic study in Tel Aviv, transmitted to Daniel through Eduardo Cardozo via Khachatour the previous night at twenty-one hundred.

The second — Yemenite dried reed, goat-bone handle — the one of Yossef ben Mordechai ha-Shabazi zatsal, Tehillah’s grandfather, transmitted by Tehillah herself to Avigaïl at midnight oh two in the back bedroom.

The third — yellowed camel bone, nearly two thousand years old, a notch of wear at the tip — the one of Polycarp ben Yossef, Jewish-Christian scribe of Antioch in the year eighty-two. Found in fascicule 14 Y-32 by Sister Maria Battista in 5784. Transmitted by Lombardi to Yaakov at sixteen twenty-one yesterday as he left the apartment.

Three reed pens. Three inks.

Yemenite black vegetal ink — oak gall, gum arabic, Sanaa rainwater — eighty-milliliter bottle in Tehillah’s jute sack.

Mont Blanc midnight-blue ink — fifty-milliliter bottle in the right inside pocket of Yaakov’s jacket.

Antique rust-red ink reconstituted by the Pereiras of Belém after an eleventh-century recipe — thirty-milliliter bottle in the inside pocket of Khachatour’s cassock.

Three pens, three inks, three scribes. One table.

Daniel looked at the three pens. The six-pointed scar in his chest knocked six times.

Yaakov, standing behind him, said in Hebrew very low:

— שָׁלוֹשׁ קוּלְמוֹסִים. שָׁלוֹשׁ דְּיוֹתוֹת. עֵדוּת אַחַת. (Three pens. Three inks. One testimony.)




Kitchen — seven twenty-three

Mahmoud Khalil came in through the service door.

Austrian flight from Vienna, landing at Fiumicino at nine ten — he had moved up to a night flight, Vienna to Rome at five, and had come straight from the airport. Worn black babouches. Jute sack on the left shoulder. Three-millimeter scar above the right eyebrow. Long, dark, dry face.

Esther double-locked the door behind him.

Mahmoud bowed half a degree to Tehillah. Tehillah inclined her head in return. He sat at the kitchen table without being asked. Esther poured him Arabic coffee without being asked.

He said, in Hebrew, low:

— חוֹסֵייְנִי לֹא יָצָא מֵהַחֶדֶר שֶׁלּוֹ. שֵׁשׁ שָׁעוֹת בְּלִי לָזוּז. הוּא נִשְׁאַר. (Hosseini has not left his room. Six hours without moving. He stays.)

Yaakov nodded.

— טַבְּרִיזִי? (Tabrizi?)

— עַל הַגַּג מֵאֶמֶשׁ. עַם הָרוֹבֶה. הוּא מְחַכֶּה. (On the roof since last night. With the rifle. He waits.)

Daniel felt sweat slide down behind his right ear.

Mahmoud took a small Nokia 3310 from the inside pocket of his robe. He set it on the table.

— סוּאִיסָה יַגִּיעַ בְּשְׁתֵּים עֶשְׂרֵה וַחֲצִי. אֲנִי אֱהֶיֶה עַל הַגַּג שֶׁל פָּלָאצוֹ פִּיוֹ בְּעַצְמִי. אֲנִי אֶהְיֶה הָרֶבֶל הַשֵּׁנִי שֶׁל אַבְנֵר. (Suissa will arrive at twelve thirty. I will be on the roof of the Palazzo Pio myself. I will be Avner’s second counter-shooter.)

Yaakov lifted his head.

— אַתָּה לוֹקֵחַ אֶת טַבְּרִיזִי מִקָּרוֹב? (You take Tabrizi up close?)

— מֵאֲחוֹרָיו. הוּא לֹא יִרְאֶה אוֹתִי. (From behind. He will not see me.)

Mahmoud drank his coffee. Three sips. He set the cup down.

Esther said, in French, low:

— Mahmoud. You eat?

— No. I must be light on the roof. The weight of the coffee is enough.

Mahmoud rose. He shouldered the jute sack again on the left. He went out through the service door.

Esther locked it. It was seven thirty-four.





Salon — nine seventeen

Khachatour unfolded a hand-drawn map of Saint Peter’s Square on the olivewood table.

The map had been drawn by him in five layers of colored pencil — blue for friendly positions, red for hostile, green for the ceremony, yellow for evacuation routes, black for obstacles.

He said, in French, low:

— Departure from here at twelve fifty. Daniel, Avigaïl, Yaakov, Tehillah on foot to the Ponte Sant’Angelo. Six-minute walk. Tobias trails at visual cover, eighty meters behind. At the north corner of the Castel Sant’Angelo you climb into a white Fiat Multipla that Tobias will park there at thirteen ten. Tobias drives to the Porta Sant’Anna. You present the Armenian transit cards I’m handing you now.

Khachatour distributed four laminated cards bearing the signature of the Armenian Patriarch of Jerusalem — cover identity Armenian-Byzantine pilgrims, Archdiocese of Mogador, paschal vigil.

— Entry through the Porta Sant’Anna at thirteen twenty-five. Inner corridor to the north sacristy of the basilica. Exit through the priests’ door at thirteen forty-two. You arrive beneath the Egyptian obelisk at thirteen fifty. Lombardi will already be in position at the north colonnade, missal open. He waits for you to arrive in formation. You form an inverted triangle — Daniel before the obelisk, Avigaïl one meter fifty behind Daniel and to the left, Yaakov two meters behind and to the right, Tehillah four meters behind, center.

Yaakov nodded.

— And the olivewood table?

— Brother Khachatour transports it on a liturgical cart at thirteen forty. The cart was last used for the translation of the relics of Saint Peter in 5742 (nineteen eighty-four). It has a false bottom that can hold a table this size. No security check will detect it. The cart reaches the obelisk at thirteen fifty-one.

Daniel felt the six-pointed scar knock twice.

Avigaïl, standing beside Daniel, closed her eyes.

Tehillah, seated on the back chair, hands folded over the jute sack, said in Hebrew very low:

— הַשַּׁעַר נִפְתָּח. (The gate is opening.)

No one answered.





Roof of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio — nine fifty

Avner Ben-Ezri had not moved since twenty-one twenty-six the night before.

He had drunk three bottles of water. He had urinated into an empty bottle. He had not eaten. He had dozed in four-minute slices with his eyes open — the technique he had learned in 5764 (two thousand four) during his Mossad-Tevel training at Camp Glilot.

At nine fifty, he raised the Leica binoculars.

Roof of the Palazzo Pio. Red-brick chimney. Crouched silhouette behind it. Italian roofer’s white hard hat. Blue overalls. A rifle barrel protruded from a metal tool bag. AX50.

Avner set the binoculars down. He checked his phone. Mahmoud Khalil had sent a message at nine forty-two.

En route Palazzo Pio. Fifteen minutes.

Avner waited.

At ten oh five the phone vibrated again.

Position taken. Behind the access hatch. Tabrizi has his back to me. Distance three meters sixty. Blade in hand. Order?

Avner typed.

Not before thirteen fifty-two. If you take him before, Hosseini reacts from the Hassler and triggers secondary strikes. Thirteen fifty-two. Not before. Not after.

Understood.

Avner set the phone back on the parapet.

He looked at the Roman sky. No stars — too much daylight. No clouds either. Dirty May blue.

On the pavement of Saint Peter’s Square, nine hundred meters below, the paschal crowd was starting to thicken. Polish pilgrims with flags. Filipino pilgrims in white T-shirts printed Pope Leo XIV — Roma 2026. Japanese tourists in groups. Carabinieri in black-and-red uniform stationed along the perimeter. Swiss Guards in blue-yellow-red uniform before the colonnades.

By eleven hundred, the square was starting to fill.

Pope Leo XIV would open the paschal ceremony at thirteen hundred precisely from the balcony.

Fifty-four minutes after the opening, at thirteen fifty-four, Daniel Vidal-Cohen-Eichenbaum would sign the fourth line of the Yemenite parchment beneath the Egyptian obelisk.

During those fifty-four minutes, Avner would not lift his eye from the scope of the Heckler and Koch P30.





Via della Lungara fourteen — eleven fifty-six

Daniel dressed.

Dark-gray Sephardic suit — his father zatsal’s, the one Esther had pulled from a cedar trunk in the guest room. White Birzeit cotton shirt. Black tie. Black round kippa. No jewelry. No watch — he had left his Tag Heuer in the back-bedroom dresser.

The black leather bag of Yossef Vidal zatsal — handle restitched six times, Yemenite parchment folded in eight, two Vidal sheets, the Yehuda-Yeshu copy, the six-pointed medal with the truncated point in the right inside pocket.

Avigaïl dressed.

Long white linen dress Tehillah had brought from Jerusalem — her own plain Yemenite wedding gown, kept since 5773 (two thousand thirteen). Navy headscarf. No makeup. No jewelry. Tehillah helped her tie the headscarf.

Yaakov dressed.

Plain black Sephardic suit. White shirt. Black tie. Black kippa. Talith folded in the brown leather case — he would put it on beneath the obelisk, not before.

Tehillah dressed.

The usual black Yemenite dress. Black headscarf. Jute sack on the left shoulder holding the bottle of Yemenite ink and the bottle of Tubol oil.

At twelve fifty, the quartet was ready.

Esther watched them go. She did not weep. She did not smile. She opened the apartment door for them.

Khachatour had left ten minutes earlier with the liturgical cart and the olivewood table for the north sacristy.

On the landing, Tobias waited. He wore a black suit, no tie, round glasses. He said, in French:

— I follow. Eighty meters.

Yaakov nodded.

The quartet descended the stair.

Daniel first — black leather bag against his chest. Avigaïl two steps behind. Yaakov next. Tehillah last. Tobias after a one-minute pause.

In the street, twelve fifty-four. Via della Lungara was quiet — the paschal crowd was all gathered on Saint Peter’s Square, nine hundred meters north.

The quartet walked toward the Ponte Sant’Angelo.

Not in formation. In an irregular file. Daniel at the lead, Avigaïl ten meters behind, Yaakov fifteen, Tehillah twenty. Tobias eighty meters behind on the opposite sidewalk.

At the corner of via dei Riari and via della Lungara, an old Italian woman was washing her sidewalk with a bucket and straw broom. She did not look up at the passers-by.

On the Ponte Sant’Angelo, two Korean tourists were taking each other’s picture in front of Bernini’s sculpted angels.

No one paid attention to the quartet.

At thirteen seventeen, Daniel reached the north corner of the Castel Sant’Angelo. Tobias’s white Fiat Multipla was parked at the curb. Tobias took the wheel. The quartet climbed in.

Daniel in front, passenger side. Avigaïl in back, right side. Yaakov in the middle. Tehillah in back, left side.

Tobias pulled out.

Direction Porta Sant’Anna.

Seven minutes’ drive.

In the silence of the moving car, Daniel let his grandfather Mordechai Vidal zatsal’s closing line rise once more in his chest — the only line he would carry as a banner under the obelisk:

We file the bill of indictment. We do not pronounce sentence. Where there is human justice, there is no justice. Where there is no human justice, there is justice — for the case ascends, untouched, to the only Court that does not err. Judgment belongs to HaShem alone.

He let the words drop down into the soles of his feet. He breathed once.

At thirteen twenty-four, the Fiat Multipla stopped before the Porta Sant’Anna.

The quartet got out.

Daniel, Avigaïl, Yaakov, Tehillah walked toward the gate.

Tobias stayed in the car.

He prayed minha in silence for the twenty-seven minutes that followed.
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Chapter 32 — Porta Sant’Anna, Vatican — thirteen twenty-five

The Swiss Guard was young.

Twenty-two, maybe. Blue-yellow-red uniform. Halberd held vertical out of habit, not vigilance. Round face. Chapped lips.

He took the four Armenian transit cards from Yaakov’s hands without looking closely. He returned them after seven seconds.

— Avanti.

The quartet passed through.

The inner corridor. Pale stone. Low ceiling. Smell of incense and warm wax. A nun in black habit walked the other way carrying a wicker basket full of liturgical breads. She did not turn her head.

Yaakov in the lead. Brown leather case in his right hand. Talith folded inside.

Daniel one meter fifty behind. Black leather bag pressed to his chest.

Avigaïl two meters behind Daniel. White Yemenite linen dress. Navy headscarf.

Tehillah three meters behind Avigaïl. Jute sack on the left shoulder.

At the north end of the corridor, two Carabinieri in uniform. Mid-thirties. No visible weapons — sidearms beneath the jacket. One of them was chewing gum.

Daniel felt sweat slide down behind his right ear. The six-pointed scar knocked three times sharp.

The Carabinieri did not ask for the cards. They watched them pass. The gum cracked once.

Exit through the priests’ door at thirteen forty-two.

The quartet emerged into Roman May sunlight.




Saint Peter’s Square — thirteen forty-four

The crowd.

A hundred thousand people, maybe. Polish flags, Filipino flags, Brazilian flags. White veils of nuns. Black suits of priests. T-shirts of pilgrims. Caps of tourists. Wooden crosses borne shoulder-high by Czech Catholic youth groups.

The noise rose. A polyphonic chant from an African choir near the south fountain. The cry of a baby ten meters away. The rattle of a Polish nun trying to keep her group together. The basilica clock striking the quarter.

Daniel walked toward the Egyptian obelisk. Fifty-two meters to cover.

He felt in his right thigh the hot point of the Yabbok that had not gone cold since the Allenby Bridge eleven days earlier.

He felt in his chest the six-pointed scar pulsing in reverse rhythm with his heart.

He felt in the back of his neck the fatigue of eight nights without more than three consecutive hours of sleep.

He walked anyway.

Avigaïl followed at two meters fifty back, on the left.

Yaakov at three meters, on the right.

Tehillah at five meters back, center.

At the north Bernini colonnade, sixty-six meters west of the obelisk, Cardinal Pietro Lombardi stood in his red cassock. Missal held open with both hands at chest height. Pages turned to the Pesach Sheni prayer written in Latin and Hebrew by a Sephardic copyist of Bordighera in 5712 (nineteen fifty-two), preserved in the Vatican archives since. Lombardi held the original copy, drawn out of the archives at ten that morning by silent papal authorization.

Daniel saw him from the corner of his eye. He did not turn his head.

He reached the Egyptian obelisk at thirteen fifty.





Balcony of the basilica — thirteen hundred precisely

Pope Leo XIV stepped out onto the central balcony.

White cassock. Gold pectoral cross — the one he wore for official audiences, not the ordinary silver cross of every day. Plain mitre. Neutral face.

The crowd applauded. Forty seconds of applause.

The pope raised his right hand. The crowd fell silent.

He pronounced the urbi et orbi blessing in Latin. Grave, measured voice. No tremor. No visible fatigue.

Thirteen minutes of ceremony.

At thirteen thirteen, the pope began the reading of the Pesach Sheni Gospel in Greek — Mark, chapter fourteen, verses twelve through twenty-six.

At thirteen twenty-six he finished the reading. He raised his eyes. He looked toward the Egyptian obelisk three hundred seventy-two meters to the southeast.

He saw Daniel. He saw Avigaïl. He saw Yaakov. He saw Tehillah.

No one in the crowd noticed the papal gaze fixed for exactly six seconds on a specific point beneath the obelisk.

Leo XIV continued the ceremony.





Roof of the Palazzo Pio — thirteen fifty-two

Hamid Tabrizi had been in position since twenty-one hundred the night before.

Fifteen hours of patience.

Blue Italian roofer’s overalls. White hard hat. Schmidt and Bender PM II scope calibrated to one hundred eighty-two meters. Elevation seventeen degrees. Wind confirmed at two kilometers per hour, south-southeast.

He saw Daniel reach the obelisk at thirteen fifty.

He saw Avigaïl take position one meter fifty to the left, slightly behind.

He saw Yaakov at three meters to the right.

He saw Tehillah at five meters behind, center.

He saw Khachatour push a silver liturgical cart toward the group.

At thirteen fifty-one, the cart opened. The olivewood table came out of the false bottom.

Tabrizi set his right eye against the scope.

Daniel appeared in the sight. Crosshair on the center of the sternum. Tabrizi breathed in twice. On the exhale of the third, he set his index finger on the trigger.

He did not feel the blade.

The blade entered at the base of his neck, between vertebrae C1 and C2. Three centimeters deep. Clean section of the spinal cord.

Tabrizi died without firing.

His body slid from the parapet onto the inside of the roof. The AX50 fell with him onto the tarred asphalt. The barrel made no sound — the metal tool bag had cushioned it.

Mahmoud Khalil withdrew the Yemenite blade. The same blade Reza Mohebbi had drawn on HaSorgim Street eleven days earlier — Mahmoud had kept it in his jute sack.

He wiped the blade on Tabrizi’s blue overalls.

He slipped the blade back into the sack.

He took the white roofer’s hard hat from Tabrizi’s head. He set it on his own. He lay down behind the red-brick chimney, in Tabrizi’s exact position, so that no observer from the square would notice the change.

At thirteen fifty-two and seven seconds, the enemy shooter on the roof of the Palazzo Pio was no longer Iranian. He was Sunni Palestinian. He carried the AX50 disassembled beneath the blue overalls.

On the roof of the Palazzo del Sant’Uffizio, Avner Ben-Ezri lifted his right eye from the scope of the Heckler and Koch P30.

He had not fired.

He had not needed to.





Beneath the Egyptian obelisk — thirteen fifty-three

Khachatour set the olivewood table down on the cobblestones.

Daniel stepped forward. He set the black leather bag on the table. He opened it. He drew out the Yemenite parchment. He unfolded it.

Four lines. Three written in first-century Judean Aramaic. The fourth empty.

He drew out next the two Vidal sheets. He unfolded them. He laid them at the right of the Yemenite parchment, joined.

He drew out the copy of the Yehuda-Yeshu document. He laid it at the left.

The three documents formed an inverted triangle on the olivewood table.

Khachatour set the three reed pens on the north edge of the table — Vidal in Sephardic goose quill, Shabazi in Yemenite reed, Polycarp in camel bone.

Khachatour set the three ink bottles on the south edge — Yemenite, Mont Blanc, reconstituted rust-red.

Khachatour stepped back three paces.

Daniel stood before the table. Avigaïl one meter fifty behind to the left. Yaakov three meters behind to the right, talith already on his shoulders — he had drawn it from the case at thirteen forty-eight in the north sacristy. Tehillah five meters behind, jute sack open in her hand, Tubol oil bottle ready.

At the north colonnade, Lombardi closed the missal and held it against his chest. He walked slowly toward the olivewood table. He stopped one meter north of the table.

Lombardi said, in Latin, very low:

— Adsum. (Here I am.)

Yaakov answered in Hebrew:

— הִנְנִי. (Hineni.)

Daniel set his right hand on the Yemenite parchment. Above the empty fourth line.

The blood of Mattatya hai knocked in the six-pointed scar.

Thirteen fifty-three and forty-two seconds.

Eighteen seconds before the signature.

In those eighteen seconds, Daniel let rise inside his ribs the line his grandfather Mordechai Vidal zatsal had set apart from all the others, the only line he carried beneath the obelisk:

I file the bill of indictment. I do not pronounce sentence. Where there is human justice, there is no justice. Where there is no human justice, there is justice. Judgment belongs to HaShem alone.

He breathed out.

He picked up the Sephardic goose quill.

He dipped it in the Yemenite ink.

The reed touched the parchment.
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Chapter 33 — Beneath the Egyptian Obelisk — thirteen fifty-four

Daniel took the first pen.

Sephardic goose quill. Olivewood handle from Hebron. Slightly curved to the right by thirty-two years of use in the hand of Yossef Vidal zatsal.

He dipped it in the Yemenite ink bottle. Oak gall soaked the barbs of the quill. Daniel withdrew the quill from the inkpot. An over-charged drop fell on the olivewood table a centimeter from the parchment. The drop stayed there — the raw olivewood absorbed.

Daniel did not attend to it.

He brought the quill to the Yemenite parchment. Two millimeters from the empty fourth line. He breathed in. He breathed out. He set the tip down.

The ink took.

He wrote, in first-century Judean Aramaic, at a fine point, without hesitation:

— אֲנִי דָּנִיֵּאל בֶּן יוֹסֵף וִידָאל, כֹּהֵן, מִזֶּרַע מַתִּתְיָהוּ הַחַי. שָׁלוֹם אַבְרָהָם, יִצְחָק, יַעֲקֹב יָגֵן עָלֵינוּ. (I am Daniel son of Yossef Vidal, priest, of the seed of Mattatya the living. The peace of Avraham, Yitshak, Yaakov protects us.)

Twenty-two seconds.

The fourth line. The line Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi had read aloud in the courtyard at Sanaa in the month of Tevet, five thousand six hundred forty-two, and had not signed. The line he had refused for twelve years, until the pen rose like a blade above the fifteenth scribe. The eleventh point of his truncated medallion, the point of teshuvah (return, repentance), had found a hand at last. Not his own. Never his own. The hand of a living scribe who carried none of his blood. The return of Mordechai ben Eliyahu ha-Shabazi was being written under the fingers of Daniel, who did not bear his name.

Daniel set the first pen down on the table.

He stepped back one pace to the east.

Avigaïl came forward. She took the second pen — Yemenite reed. She dipped it in the Mont Blanc midnight-blue ink. She brought it to the parchment. Not to the fourth line — a centimeter below, in the margin.

She wrote, in Hebrew, seven words:

— אֲנִי אֲבִיגַיִל בַּת חֲדַסָּה כֹּהֵן-אַייכֶנְבּוֹים. אֲנִי הָעֵד. (I am Avigaïl daughter of Hadassah Cohen-Eichenbaum. I am the witness.)

Eleven seconds.

Avigaïl set the second pen down.

She stepped back one pace to the west.

Yaakov came forward. He took the third pen — camel bone. He dipped it in the rust-red ink reconstituted by the Pereiras of Belém. He brought it to the parchment. Not the fourth line. Not the margin. The Vidal sheet on the right, at the bottom, where the parchment had remained blank.

He wrote, in Judean Aramaic, six words:

— אֲנִי יַעֲקֹב בֶּן יוֹסֵף אַייכֶנְבּוֹים, סוֹפֵר-מַעֲבִיר, מַעֲבִיר אֶת הָעֵדוּת. (I am Yaakov son of Yossef Eichenbaum, scribe-passe, who transmits the testimony.)

Fourteen seconds.

Yaakov set the third pen down.

He stepped back one pace to the south.

At thirteen fifty-four and fifty-five seconds, the three pens rested on the olivewood table, the three inks were sealed in their stoppered bottles, and the three signatures were drying on the three documents.

Tehillah came forward.

She opened the jute sack. She took out the olive-oil bottle from the Tubol mill in Holon. She unstoppered it. She poured a single drop onto the northwest corner of the Yemenite parchment.

The drop of oil met the fresh Yemenite black ink.

It spread.




The Phenomenon — thirteen fifty-five

The Tubol oil contained particles of vegetal saponaria derived from a sixth-century Yemenite recipe. Those particles reacted with the oak gall of the fresh Yemenite ink.

The chemical reaction heated the cellulose of the parchment by three degrees.

Under the effect of that heat, a second ink — invisible until then — appeared.

Not on the Yemenite parchment alone. On all three documents simultaneously. On the Vidal sheet at the right. On the Yehuda-Yeshu copy. And in the south margin of the Yemenite parchment.

Line by line, the hidden Aramaic characters revealed themselves in eight seconds.

Four lines appeared on the Yemenite parchment — not as an addition to the fourth Daniel had just signed, but as an overprint of an earlier ink almost two thousand years old, written by Yaakov ben Yossef ben Mattatya himself in the year ninety of the common era and masked since by a Sephardic-Yemenite process preserved in the Shabazi line.

Two lines appeared on the right-hand Vidal sheet.

Three lines appeared on the Yehuda-Yeshu copy.

Altogether the three documents now bore not nine lines but twenty-seven. Plus the three fresh signatures. Thirty lines in all.

But a twenty-eighth line appeared separately.

Not on the documents. Between the documents.

In the space of the olivewood table, equidistant from the three sheets, a line of red-gold ink formed in eight seconds.

Yaakov read it. Very low, in Judean Aramaic:

— הַמַּתָּנָה לֹא נִלְקְחָה מֵעוֹלָם. הַבַּיִת לֹא הוּחְלַף מֵעוֹלָם. הָאֶבֶן אֲשֶׁר מָאֲסוּ הַבּוֹנִים הָיְתָה לְרֹאשׁ פִּנָּה מֵעַצְמָהּ. (The gift has never been taken back. The house has never been replaced. The stone the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone of its own accord.)

The citation of Tehillim one hundred eighteen, twenty-two. But this time, without intermediary. Without citation. As a verse of foundation in its own right.

The twenty-eighth line.





The Square — thirteen fifty-six

Lombardi laid the missal on the olivewood table beside the three documents.

He made the Latin sign of the cross with his right hand — not before the parchment, not above it, a meter forty from the table, in the air, toward the east, toward Jerusalem.

He said, low, in Italian:

— La Chiesa cattolica romana riconosce la testimonianza. (The Roman Catholic Church recognizes the testimony.)

He stepped back one pace.

On the balcony of the basilica, three hundred seventy-two meters to the northwest, Pope Leo XIV stood motionless. His right hand rested on the stone parapet. He looked at the Egyptian obelisk.

He did not speak.

The Vatican surveillance cameras — six cameras distributed around the square, plus two press cameras, plus three cameras of the RAI channel — recorded everything. Daniel’s signature. Avigaïl’s signature. Yaakov’s signature. Tehillah’s drop of oil. The apparition of the twenty-eighth line. Lombardi’s sign of the cross toward Jerusalem. The pope motionless on the balcony.

No one in the crowd, aside from Lombardi and the pope himself, understood what had just taken place.

At thirteen fifty-seven, Pope Leo XIV raised his right hand toward the crowd. He pronounced the final blessing in Latin:

— Benedicat vos omnipotens Deus, Pater et Filius et Spiritus Sanctus. Amen.

One hundred thousand people answered Amen in a single breath.

The pope withdrew from the balcony.





The Evacuation — fourteen oh two

Khachatour folded the three documents.

He slid them into Daniel’s black leather bag.

He folded the olivewood table. He returned it to the false bottom of the liturgical cart. He pushed the cart toward the north sacristy.

Daniel took back the bag. Avigaïl took his left arm for steadiness — she was trembling a little, not from fear, from discharge.

Yaakov returned the folded talith to the brown leather case.

Tehillah closed the jute sack around the empty Tubol bottle.

The quartet crossed the square toward the priests’ door. A hundred meters. No one noticed them in the dispersing crowd.

At the priests’ door the young round-faced Swiss Guard let them pass without asking for the transit cards.

Inner corridor. Pale stone. Exit through the Porta Sant’Anna.

Tobias’s white Fiat Multipla was waiting. Tobias was at the wheel. He was weeping without sound — he did not know it. He wiped quickly with the back of a sleeve when he saw Yaakov approach.

The quartet climbed in.

Daniel in the back beside Avigaïl. The black leather bag on his lap. Yaakov in front. Tehillah in the back, left side.

Tobias pulled out.

Direction via della Lungara.

Seven minutes.

Outside the car, in the alleys of Trastevere, Romans were returning from the paschal ceremony. An old Italian woman carried a sack of blessed loaves. Two boys played football with an empty plastic bottle. A stray dog crossed the street.

The world had become ordinary again.





Via della Lungara fourteen — fourteen seventeen

Esther Aboulker opened the door at the third knock.

The quartet stepped in.

She double-locked the door behind them.

Yaakov said, in French, very low:

— It is done.

— I know.

— You saw?

— Khachatour called me at thirteen fifty-seven on Nokia. He said three words. It is done. No more.

Esther went to the kitchen. She set the kettle on the burner. The gas clicked. The blue flame caught.

Daniel sat at the table.

He set the black leather bag in front of him.

He opened it. He drew out the Yemenite parchment. He unfolded it.

The twenty-seven lines were still visible. The fourth line signed by him in Judean Aramaic. The eighth in Hebrew freshly written by Avigaïl. The fifteenth in Judean Aramaic by Yaakov. And the others — revealed by the chemical reaction — still present, red-gold ink on ancient cellulose.

Daniel looked for the twenty-eighth line.

It was not on the parchment.

It was nowhere on the three documents.

It had existed between them for eight minutes on the olivewood table of Saint Peter’s Square.

It had been recorded by six Vatican surveillance cameras, two press cameras, and three RAI cameras.

And it had dissipated at thirteen fifty-eight oh seven.

Daniel said nothing.

He folded the parchment again. He slid it into the bag.

Avigaïl set her left hand on Daniel’s right hand — palm to palm, fingers interlaced. The first sustained couple’s contact since they had left the house at twelve fifty.

Tehillah, standing in the kitchen doorway, closed her eyes.

Yaakov, seated beside Daniel, drew the talith from the case and set it on the table.

Esther poured mint tea into four glasses.

The bush had burned.

It had not been consumed.

And Saint Peter’s Square, nine hundred meters to the north, was beginning to empty of its paschal crowd.

In Daniel’s chest, the line of his grandfather Mordechai Vidal zatsal fell quiet for the first time in eight days. He no longer needed to repeat it. The parchment had spoken it for him, in twenty-eight lines no court on earth had jurisdiction to disprove.

The bill of indictment had been filed.

Sentence had not been pronounced.

Judgment belonged to HaShem alone.

He drank the tea.
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Epilogue — Tzfat, Old Sephardic Jewish Cemetery, 14 Av 5786, late afternoon

Three months passed.

Tobias Pereira climbed the steps of the old Sephardic cemetery of Tzfat at seventeen hundred on 14 Av 5786 (Thursday, August twenty-eighth, two thousand twenty-six). He wore a plain black suit. No tie. Worn leather walking shoes. Round glasses.

He carried in his right hand a fourteen-centimeter beeswax candle and a metal lighter.

In his left hand, a small flat stone he had picked up that morning on the road from the airport, at Mevasseret Tsion — pale limestone, smooth, two and a half centimeters across.

He walked to the northeast aisle. He stopped at the third grave from the corner.

Esther Pereira, born at Belém 5685, died at Tzfat 5749, rests at Tzfat by her vow.

Tobias laid the flat stone on the stele. His right hand trembled slightly — not from sorrow, from the accumulated fatigue of the journey from Rome to Tel Aviv that morning.

He lit the candle. The lighter did not catch on the first strike. It caught on the second.

The flame rose in the dry air of the upper Galil.

Tobias looked at the stele for forty seconds. He thought of Hadassah. Not for long.

He said, in Hebrew, very low:

— הִיא הִשְׁלִימָה אֶת הָעֲבוֹדָה. (She completed the work.)

He said nothing else.

He stood another two minutes before the grave without moving. The candle burned steadily.

At seventeen seventeen, Tobias turned. He walked down the northeast aisle. He left the cemetery through the south gate.

On the road to Hatzor, he climbed into a blue Skoda Octavia rented in Tel Aviv. He pulled out. He took the road south, toward Jerusalem.




Bnei Brak, Rabbi Akiva Street, 14 Av 5786, nineteen twenty-two

Daniel Vidal-Cohen-Eichenbaum set the round black kippa on his head.

Dark-gray Sephardic suit. White Birzeit cotton shirt. Black tie. Black leather bag of his father zatsal — handle restitched six times, Yemenite parchment folded in eight inside.

He left the rented apartment at 47 Rabbi Akiva Street. Fourth floor. He took the stair — not the elevator.

Avigaïl followed him. Long navy dress. Navy headscarf. No jewelry — since Rome, no more jewelry.

They walked together to the Beith Haknesset Yad Mordechai, two hundred eighty meters away. The Sephardic-Yemenite Beith Haknesset that Tehillah had chosen for them after the official closing of the Vatican file.

At the entrance to the Beith Haknesset, they passed an old Yemenite man of eighty-one in a white kippa. His name was Yossef Tubol — one of the two halakhic consultants the canon had named. Living. Brother of the Tubol of Holon who supplied the olive oil.

Yossef Tubol raised his right hand. He said nothing. He inclined his head.

Daniel inclined his head in return.

Avigaïl passed without looking — strictly held Sephardic halakha does not permit direct gaze between a married woman and an older man at the Beith Haknesset.

Inside, Maariv. Twenty-two minutes of prayer. No speech. No ceremony. No mention of Rome.

Daniel recited the evening prayer like all the other men in the Beith Haknesset. As if he had never signed a fourth line on a parchment beneath an Egyptian obelisk in Saint Peter’s Square.





Jerusalem, Mount Herzl, 14 Av 5786, twenty-one forty-three

Yaakov Eichenbaum stood before the grave of his father Rav Yossef Eichenbaum zatsal.

He wore the blue canvas jacket. The same one he had worn at Tzfat in 5781 (two thousand twenty-one) when his father zatsal had died. The same one he had worn in Tehillah’s kitchen on the night of 3 Sivan. The same one at Allenby, Athens, Patras, Civitavecchia, Assisi, Rome.

Fifteen years of the same jacket.

He drew the copper key marked with an alef and a bet. He laid it on the grave.

He said, in Hebrew, very low:

— אַבָּא. הָעֲבוֹדָה הִסְתַּיְּמָה. אֲנִי מַחְזִיר לְךָ אֶת הַמַּפְתֵּחַ. (Abba. The work is finished. I return the key to you.)

He stood seven minutes.

He picked up a small flat stone from the ground. He set it beside the key.

He walked down Mount Herzl on foot.





Vatican, Palazzo San Carlo, 14 Av 5786, twenty-three ten

Cardinal Pietro Lombardi sat at his oak desk.

Before him — the Sanhedrin folio ninety-eight a from the Steinsaltz edition. The Nestle-Aland twenty-eighth edition. A four-page handwritten sheet signed Pietro Lombardi, titled Reditus ad Israel.

And a letter from Pope Leo XIV, dated 5 Av 5786, written by hand in Latin, six lines:

Pietro. I will not publish your encyclical under the papal seal. I will not burn it either. I will keep it in the private papal archives, under seal, with written instruction to my successor to examine the file in one century. The blood of Mattatya has its own patience. Let the Vatican surveillance cameras of 14 Sivan sleep a hundred years. Leo.

Lombardi folded the letter.

He returned it to the left drawer of his desk, beside the silver pectoral cross he had no longer worn for three months.

He took up his Pelikan M800. He wrote on a blank sheet, in Italian:

Request for extended spiritual retreat. Treviso. Cardinal Pietro Lombardi.

He signed. He dated.

He folded the sheet.

He set it on the desk.





Verano Cemetery, Rome, 14 Av 5786, twenty-four forty-two

Someone laid a single white rose on the grave of Sister Maria Battista, born Hadassah Pereira.

No one saw.

The night watchman was asleep in his hut fifty meters away. The cemetery surveillance cameras were not switched on Thursday evenings — energy saving since 5783.

The white rose rested through the night.

By the morning of 15 Av 5786, at six twenty-six, the gardener noticed it. He thought a distant relative had come. He did not remove it. White roses on the graves of nuns were permitted by the cemetery regulation.

It wilted in seven days.

No one replaced it.





The Manuscript

The reconstituted manuscript — the three documents, the twenty-seven lines that appeared on 14 Sivan, plus the three fresh signatures — currently rests in a bank vault in Tzfat, in the joint names of Daniel ben Yossef Vidal and Yaakov ben Yossef Eichenbaum.

Access to the vault is governed by Sephardic-Yokheved halakhic rules. Any consultation requires the simultaneous physical presence of Daniel, Yaakov, or of their successors designated by sealed letter.

The twenty-eighth line is no longer consultable in any physical document.

It is preserved in the video recordings of the Vatican surveillance cameras, archived under papal seal for one hundred years.

It is preserved in the memory of four persons: Daniel Vidal-Cohen-Eichenbaum, Avigaïl Cohen-Eichenbaum-Vidal, Yaakov Eichenbaum, Tehillah Shabazi.

And in the memory of Pope Leo XIV, w