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PROLOGUE

Tel Aviv, June 2024. 3:47 a.m.

Ilan Pasternak woke up screaming.

Not a gasp of surprise, not the whimper of an ordinary nightmare. A visceral howl, ripped from the bottom of his throat, as if someone had reached into his chest and pulled. His wife Noa bolted upright, eyes wide, and switched on the bedside lamp.

"Ilan? Ilan, what—"

He couldn't hear her. He was staring at the wall across from the bed, sheets soaked with sweat, breathing ragged. His hands were shaking. No, not his hands. His whole body. Like an animal that had just been electrocuted.

There had been someone in his dream.

Not a character. Not a projection. Someone real. He was certain of it with a conviction that went beyond reason. Someone had broken into his sleep the way a burglar breaks into an apartment. Had walked the corridors of his mind. Had opened doors that should have stayed shut. And had taken something.

"Noa." His voice was hoarse, foreign. "Noa, show me a picture of Yael."

His wife stared at him. "What?"

"A picture. Of Yael. Now."

Noa grabbed her phone from the nightstand. Scrolled through the gallery. Turned the screen toward him. Their daughter, eight years old, smiling in front of a birthday cake. Candles lit. White dress with flowers.

Ilan looked at the photo. For a long time. And something horrible happened.

He recognized the dress. He recognized the cake. He recognized the kitchen—their kitchen—with the blue tiles Noa had picked out last year. But the face of the little girl at the center of the image… That face meant nothing to him. It was the face of a stranger.

"Who is that?" he asked.

Noa pulled the phone back. Looked at him the way you look at a man who's losing his mind.

"That's Yael, Ilan. That's our daughter."

He shook his head. No. It wasn't possible. He knew he had a daughter. He remembered her name, her age, the school she went to—Bialik, in the Florentin neighborhood. He remembered she loved strawberries and hated math. But her face. Her face had been erased. As if someone had taken an eraser to the one part of his memory that mattered.

"Ilan, you're scaring me."

He got up. His legs barely held him. Crossed the hallway. Pushed open the door to Yael's bedroom. She was sleeping, curled around her teddy bear, black hair spread across the pillow. He moved closer. Leaned in. Looked at her face in the light from the hallway.

Nothing. No recognition. It was like looking at a neighbor's kid. Just some little girl. Not his little girl.

The nausea hit. He stumbled back, slammed into the doorframe, staggered to the bathroom. Threw up. Cold water from the faucet on his face changed nothing. He raised his eyes to the mirror. His own reflection stared back: Ilan Pasternak, forty-two, developer at CyberArk, ordinary face, brown hair starting to thin. He recognized himself. He recognized Noa. He recognized everything. Except his daughter's face.

What did they take from me?

The on-call doctor at Ichilov Hospital's emergency room didn't believe him.

Ilan saw it right away, in the way Dr. Avishai held his stylus above his tablet, motionless, suspended between politeness and diagnosis.

"Mr. Pasternak, look at me." Avishai sat on the edge of the bed. He had the look of a man who'd seen too many sleepless nights and not enough miracles. "You had a massive panic attack. Your brain simply… disconnected."

"I'm telling you someone was there." Ilan's voice cracked on the last word. "Inside my head. He took my daughter's face."

The doctor sighed. A sound of fatigue more than annoyance. "It's called reactive prosopagnosia. It's your mind protecting itself from an overload of stress. It's terrifying, I know, but it's biological, not…"

He searched for a word that wouldn't be insulting.

"…not criminal," he finally said. "Nobody can break into a dream, Mr. Pasternak. It's a private space, governed by your own chemistry. You can't burglarize an unconscious mind."

He jotted something on his tablet—a mechanical gesture, the same gesture Ilan's mother's psychiatrist had made twenty years earlier, when his father had started saying the neighbors were spying on him.

"I'm going to give you a mild sedative to break the anxiety cycle. And tomorrow, you'll go see a colleague of mine, Dr. Feldman. He specializes in post-traumatic perception disorders."

"You're not listening to me," Ilan whispered.

"Yes, I am." Avishai had already pivoted to the next chart, with that polite condescension of people who confuse rationality with listening. "But I treat patients, not movie scripts. Go home. Get some rest. Your daughter's face will come back once you've slept."

Ilan stood up. Ripped out the IV the nurse had inserted as a precaution. The doctor protested. Ilan didn't listen. He grabbed his things—his keys, his phone—and walked out into the ER corridor.

Noa was waiting in the lobby, her face wrecked. She'd gotten dressed in a rush—jeans, sweater on inside out, hair a mess. She'd left Yael with the neighbor.

"What did he say?"

"That I'm crazy. In nicer terms."

"Ilan…"

"I'm not crazy, Noa." He looked her in the eyes. "You've known me for fifteen years. Have I ever had delusions? Have I ever had hallucinations? Episodes? Anything that looks even remotely like this?"

She shook her head. No. Ilan Pasternak was the most stable, the most predictable, the most boringly normal man she knew. That was exactly why she'd married him, after a string of chaotic exes. For the stability. For the calm.

"Then listen to me. I can't recognize our daughter's face anymore. It's not a neurological disorder. It's not stress. Someone stole something from me tonight. In my sleep. And if it happened to me, it can happen to others."

Noa didn't answer. She took his hand. Squeezed. Hard. It wasn't a gesture of belief. It was a gesture of love, which was better.

In the cab heading home, Ilan pulled out his phone. His fingers were still shaking, but less. The initial shock was giving way to something else. Colder. More methodical. The programmer in him was taking over.

He opened Google. Typed: dream intrusion scientific research.

Thousands of results. Most of them useless. Articles on lucid dreaming. New Age sites. Theories about Inception. Noise.

He refined: REM sleep manipulation abnormal brain activity.

Better. Scientific publications. Pop-science articles. And in the middle of the third page of results, a link. A LinkedIn profile. Dr. Sarah Katz, neuroscientist, former researcher at Tel Aviv University, specializing in neural interfaces and the architecture of REM sleep.

Her latest post, dated three weeks ago:

"Brain activity during REM sleep is not random. It follows patterns. Structures. And these structures can be read—and potentially influenced from the outside. Our team has published fascinating preliminary results. More to come."

Ilan clicked the profile. Looked for a way to contact her. An email. A number.

He found a lab address. Center for Applied Neuroscience Research. Petah Tikva.

The cab was just passing the exit sign for Petah Tikva.

"Change of destination," Ilan told the driver.

Noa looked at him. "Ilan, it's five in the morning."

"I know."

"You can't just show up at a lab at five in the—"

"Noa. I can't recognize our daughter's face."

She didn't say another word.

The cab veered toward Petah Tikva. Ilan watched through the window as the first rays of sunlight pierced the sky above Tel Aviv. The city was waking up. Normal. Indifferent. Millions of people who had slept that night. Who had dreamed. Who had woken up intact, complete, with all their memories in place.

And him—Ilan Pasternak, ordinary programmer, ordinary father, ordinary husband—waking up with a hole in his memory shaped like a child's face.

He didn't yet know that Dr. Sarah Katz hadn't slept that night either. That she was in her basement-level-3 lab, hunched over monitors displaying impossible brainwave patterns. That she had detected, for the first time, a foreign signature in the sleep of a distant subject. An intrusion. A presence that shouldn't have been there.

And he didn't know that in forty-eight hours, he would be hooked up to a machine that would confirm the impossible: someone had entered his dream. Someone had walked the corridors of his unconscious mind. And that someone had taken something on the way out.

Yael's face.

Not the memory. Not the recollection. The face itself. The neural imprint. The cerebral signature that allowed Ilan to recognize his own daughter.

Stolen. While he slept.

And the thief was just getting started.




CHAPTER 1The Man Who No Longer Dreamed

David Weiss counted the days.

Not on a calendar, not in a notebook. In his head. Every morning, when he woke up, the number updated automatically, like an odometer you can't reset. That morning, the number was 2,657. Seven years, three months, and twelve days since the last time he'd dreamed.

Six a.m. Tel Aviv. Two-room apartment in the Florentin neighborhood, third floor of a walk-up that smelled like cats and peeling paint. David opened his eyes and was immediately, fully awake. No transition. No haze. No sleep residue clinging to the edges of consciousness like scraps of fog. The switch was clean. Surgical. From total blackness to full reality, with nothing in between.

It had been like that since Rachel.

He lay still for thirty seconds. Not out of laziness—out of discipline. Thirty seconds to verify that the black had been truly black. That nothing had slipped through the cracks of sleep. No image. No sound. No color. Not even the shadow of a scene beginning to form behind his eyelids during the night. Nothing.

2,657 days of void. The counter was working.

He got up. Black jeans. Black T-shirt. Light jacket, also black. He owned seven copies of the same outfit, washed in rotation, hanging in a nearly empty closet. No choosing. No thinking. Automate every daily gesture to free the mind from pointless decisions. Some people would've called it minimalism. David called it survival.

The apartment matched the wardrobe. A bed. A table. A chair. A kitchen counter with a Turkish coffee pot—a dented copper ibrik inherited from his grandmother, the only object from his past he'd kept. The walls were white. Not a frame. Not a photo. Not a sticky note. Nothing that could catch the eye and, by association, drag a memory out of its cage.

The Turkish coffee was ready in four minutes. Black. No sugar. He drank it standing by the window, watching Florentin wake up below. A Wolt delivery guy was negotiating a tight turn in the alley. An old woman was watering her plants on a balcony across the street. Two cats were fighting over territory under a parked car. The ordinary life of ordinary people who slept at night and woke up in the morning with their heads full of images, absurd scenarios, familiar faces warped by the unconscious. People who dreamed without thinking about it. The way you breathe.

David didn't breathe anymore. Not like that.

His phone buzzed. Hardened screen, ruggedized model, no personal apps. One message, encrypted: Briefing 08:00. Priority Aleph. Office 12. Signed Avi.

Priority Aleph. The highest level. David had seen that code only three times in eight years of service. The last time was for the assassination of an Iranian nuclear scientist in Tehran. The time before that, for a mole inside Shin Bet. It was never trivial.

He rinsed his cup. Checked his weapon—a Jericho 941 in a shoulder holster, the metal warm against his ribs—and left.

The commute to the Sarona complex took twenty-two minutes by bus. David had timed every possible route, every combination of lines, every variation based on day and time. He never took the same one two days in a row. Not out of operational paranoia—well, not only. Out of a need for control. Control the route, control the day. Control the day, control what was happening inside his head.

This morning, it was the number 5 bus to the Kaplan stop, then eight minutes on foot.

Not the 18. Never the 18.

At the stop, he waited alongside three female soldiers in uniform, munching cookies and laughing too loud, and an old man in a knitted kippah reading Tehillim, his lips moving in silence. The bus arrived four minutes late. David boarded, paid without a word, and sat down in the back left—always the back, always the side opposite the door, always with a clear sightline to the exit. Reflex. Second nature.

Tel Aviv scrolled past the window. Already ninety degrees at eight in the morning. The Israeli summer didn't cut anyone a break. The sidewalks gleamed. Air conditioners hummed from every window. On Rothschild Boulevard, morning joggers weaved between abandoned electric scooters. Couples were having breakfast on café terraces—shakshuka and café au lait, light conversations, light lives.

David watched them the way you watch a movie in a foreign language. He understood the gestures but not the emotions anymore.

The number 18 bus ran down Jaffa Street. The line Rachel took every morning to get to the university library. The line where a twenty-three-year-old man wearing a backpack full of nails and bolts had pressed a detonator on a Tuesday in October, at 8:14 a.m., at the King George Street stop.

Rachel was twenty-six. They'd been married eleven months. She was seven weeks pregnant. She didn't know it yet. David had found out in the emergency room, from a doctor who was searching for the right words.

Seven years, three months, and twelve days. And since then, the black.

It wasn't a disorder. It wasn't a symptom. It was a decision. David had taught himself not to dream. The Mossad psychiatrists had a nice term for it—"self-induced post-traumatic dream suppression"—but the reality was harsher. In the first weeks after the bombing, the dreams had come. Every night. Rachel on the bus. The explosion. The screams. The blood. And every morning, waking up was a second death. So David had done what he knew how to do: he'd treated the problem like a mission. Methodically. Reading up on sleep. Reverse meditation techniques. A Mossad pharmacologist who'd given him an experimental protocol—not sleeping pills, something more targeted, a visual content suppressor during REM. In six months, he'd found his balance. His brain still cycled through REM phases—it had to, or he would've gone insane within weeks—but those phases were empty. No images. No scenes. No faces. Just raw electrical activity, neurons running their nightly maintenance, and nothing on the screen. A television turned on to a black channel.

The psychiatrists had noted it in his file. Recommended follow-up. David had refused. And since his operational performance hadn't dropped—had actually improved, freed from the weight of restless nights—the Mossad had let it go. An agent who sleeps without images and wakes up operational was an asset, not a problem. The pharmacologist had even suggested testing the protocol on other agents. Command had said no. Too much risk of long-term cognitive damage. David was the only guinea pig. The only one living with a brain that idled every night, cleaning, sorting, repairing—but in total darkness.

Nobody had wondered what it cost.

The Sarona complex occupied a former German Templer neighborhood that had been converted into a zone of offices and trendy restaurants. The Mossad building blended right in: glass façade, logo of a fictitious cybersecurity firm on the ground floor, open-plan office with people typing on keyboards on the first floor. Everything was real except the name on the door. The top three floors, however, didn't appear on any blueprint.

David cleared security. Badge. Retinal scan. Daily code—today, 7-Tav-3. The elevator deposited him on the tenth floor. White corridor. Closed doors. Air-conditioned silence.

Avi Rothman was waiting for him in Office 12, standing in front of three screens displaying real-time data feeds. Forty-seven, built like a rugby player, salt-and-pepper hair cropped short. Twenty-two years at the Mossad, fifteen of them in special operations. The kind of man who could order a surgical strike at three in the afternoon and watch a soccer game with his kids at six without one activity bleeding into the other.

David respected him. Not friendship—David didn't do friendship anymore—but professional respect. Avi didn't waste time on small talk, never asked personal questions, and only lied when it was necessary.

"Sit down. Coffee?"

David sat. Declined the coffee. He'd learned never to accept anything before knowing why he'd been summoned. It kept you from owing anyone.

Avi swiveled the center screen toward him. A photograph appeared. David recognized it instantly—it was his own. Taken four days earlier, in Cairo, in the apartment of a Hamas operative named Mahmoud al-Hakim. A stolen shot while Mahmoud was in the shower, before David cloned his phone and disappeared through the kitchen window.

The photo showed a manuscript open on a table. Yellowed pages, ancient Hebrew script, intricate illuminations in the margins. David had sent it at the highest priority from Taba, with a three-word note: Potentially critical. Identify.

"Our analysts took forty-eight hours," Avi said. "Forty-eight hours to confirm what you sensed in the field. That manuscript is the Codex of Dreams."

David didn't visibly react. But something shifted deep inside him. A drawer he'd kept shut for a long time. The yeshiva. The years of study. Rav Morgenstern and his courses on Jewish mysticism. A world he'd left behind for the army, then for the Mossad, then for the void.

"The Pitron Halomot by Rav Shlomo Almoli," David said. "Fifteenth century. A treatise on the interpretation of dreams in the Talmudic tradition."

Avi nodded. "That's what the specialists say. But this isn't just any copy. It's the original. Almoli's autograph manuscript. The one that was kept in the vault of the great yeshiva in Mea Shearim, in Jerusalem. Restricted access. Twenty-four-hour surveillance." He paused. "The one that was stolen three months ago."

David looked at the photo more closely. The background. The wall behind the manuscript. A poster. Green. With an Arabic inscription he knew by heart. The Hamas logo.

"A fifteenth-century Kabbalistic manuscript, stolen from an ultra-Orthodox yeshiva, and found in the home of a Hamas operative in Cairo." David let the sentence hang. "You have an explanation?"

"No. And that's exactly why you're here." Avi clicked. The screen displayed a series of photos. Faces. Men of different ages and backgrounds. Arab, European, a few Israeli. "These twelve individuals have all been in contact with Mahmoud al-Hakim over the past six months. We identified them through the data on his phone. They're scattered across the country. Sleeper agents, most likely."

Another click. Excerpts from decrypted communications. Transcripts of voice messages, texts, conversations on encrypted channels. David scanned the keywords highlighted in yellow. Sleep. Dreams. The gate. Yom Kippur. Fifty thousand. The Guardian.

"The Guardian?"

"Code name. Nobody knows who it is. No trace in our databases. No digital footprint. But all these guys communicate with him. And they all mention an operation planned for Yom Kippur. Ten days from now."

David settled back in his chair. Yom Kippur. The holiest day on the Jewish calendar. The day all of Israel shuts down. Roads empty. Businesses closed. Airports on skeleton crews. And in the evening, after twenty-five hours of fasting and prayer, millions of people go home. Exhausted. Weakened. And sleep.

"Fifty thousand," David said. "Fifty thousand people asleep. What are they planning? Simultaneous attacks? Water supply poisoning?"

Avi shook his head. "We don't know. That's the problem. The keywords don't match any known scenario. Dreams, sleep—it doesn't look like anything we've seen before. But there's something else."

He pulled up one final screen. A medical report. Photo of a man lying in a hospital bed, hooked up to monitors, eyes closed.

"Mahmoud al-Hakim. Arrested forty-eight hours ago at the Taba border crossing, thanks to the data you pulled from his phone. Transferred to our facility in Beer Sheva for interrogation."

"And?"

"He's not talking."

"He's resisting?"

"No. He's in a coma."

David frowned.

"He collapsed during the transfer. No injuries. No poison detected in his blood. No identifiable pathology. Just… asleep. All at once. Like someone flipped a switch." Avi pointed at the brain monitor on screen. The waveforms were dense, rapid, chaotic. "His brain is in permanent REM activity. Intense. Uninterrupted. He's dreaming, David. Dreaming nonstop. But he won't wake up."

The silence that followed lasted seven seconds. David counted them.

A manuscript about dreams in Hamas's hands. Twelve sleeper agents. A mysterious operation tied to sleep. A prisoner trapped in an inexplicable dream coma. And a code name—the Guardian—connecting it all.

"What do you need from me?" David asked.

Avi stood. Walked to the window. Looked down at Tel Aviv below—the cranes at the Azrieli Tower 4 construction site, the buses crisscrossing the avenues, normal people living their normal lives.

"There's a project. Classified beyond anything you've seen. Even I only know part of it. It's called Project Targum."

Targum. The Aramaic translation of the Torah. David felt the drawer crack open a little wider.

"It's led by a neuroscientist, Dr. Sarah Katz. She's developed a technology that allows—" Avi stopped. Searched for words. The fact that a man like Avi Rothman was searching for words was itself an alarming event. "—that allows real-time observation of a subject's dream activity. Mapping their dreams. And, under certain conditions, sending an operator inside."

David didn't move. Didn't blink. But inside, something contracted. A muscle he thought was dead.

"You want to send someone into Mahmoud's dream."

"Yes."

"To extract the information he's refusing to give up."

"That he can't give up. He's in a coma. It's the only way in."

"And you want to send me."

Avi turned around. Looked him dead in the face. "You're the only possible candidate, David. And you know why."

The sentence hung between them. David knew. Of course he knew. His medical file. The dream suppression. The seven years of void. In a mission where the enemy was using dreams as a battlefield, an agent incapable of dreaming was an agent impossible to trap.

But what Avi was asking him to do was dive back in. Open the door he'd bricked up seven years ago. Descend into the exact territory he'd fled—the unconscious, the images, the ghosts—and face something he didn't yet understand.

"Ten days," Avi said. "That's all we've got. Ten days before Yom Kippur. Ten days to figure out what the Guardian is planning. To find out who he is. To stop him."

David looked at his hands. Steady. Still. The body of a trained agent that betrays nothing. But under the surface, in the deep layers no one could see, something trembled. Something that felt like fear, but might have been worse.

Anticipation.

"Where's Sarah Katz's lab?"

Avi smiled. Barely. A twitch at the corner of his lips. "Petah Tikva. Center for Applied Neuroscience Research. Basement level 3."

David stood. Buttoned his jacket. Reflexively checked the position of his weapon. Walked toward the door. Stopped, his hand on the handle.

In the hallway on the other side, he could hear the hum of the air conditioning, the distant clatter of a printer, the muffled murmur of a phone conversation. The sounds of the real world. The solid world. The world where things had sharp edges and rational explanations.

On the other side of what Avi was proposing, there was none of that. There was the soft territory of dreams, where walls breathe and the dead come back to talk to you.

And Rachel would be there. He knew it with a certainty that had nothing to do with reason. If someone opened the door to his unconscious—if someone forced him back down into deep sleep, the kind that manufactures images—Rachel would be there, sitting on the bus, turning her head toward him with the smile that had taken three seconds to make him fall in love in a café in Jerusalem. And he would have to see her. And he would have to lose her again.

Every night. Over and over.

That was exactly why he'd locked everything down. And that was exactly where they were asking him to go back.

"Avi. One last question."

"Yeah?"

"Dr. Katz. Her technology. Has she ever sent someone into another person's dream?"

Avi hesitated. Half a second. Enough.

"Yes. Once. Herself."

"And what did she find?"

Avi's expression changed. Imperceptibly. Something passed through his eyes that David had never seen in him before. Pity, maybe. Or fear.

"That's for her to tell you."

David opened the door. The white corridor waited for him—straight, sterile, identical to every corridor in every secure building where he'd spent the last eight years of his life. He stepped into it.

At that same moment, ten miles away, in the suburbs of Petah Tikva, a man in wrinkled pajamas was ringing the doorbell of an underground laboratory. A man who could no longer recognize his daughter's face. A man nobody believed.

But David knew nothing about any of that. Not yet.

That morning, walking toward the elevator that would take him back to the ground floor, back to the brutal light of Tel Aviv, back to the hours he had left before descending into a basement to meet a woman who claimed she could enter dreams, David Weiss was thinking about only one thing.

2,657 days.

Seven years, three months, and twelve days of carefully maintained void. Of inner silence. Of protective darkness. An entire architecture of survival built brick by brick, night after night, to keep the images from coming back.

And they were asking him to tear it all down. Voluntarily.

The elevator doors opened. He stepped in. Pressed the button for the ground floor. The doors closed on the white corridor, on Office 12, on Avi Rothman and his three screens, on the photos of twelve sleeper agents and a stolen manuscript.

The car descended.

And for the first time in 2,657 days, David Weiss felt something stir in the part of his brain he kept under lock and key. Not a dream. Not an image. Just a tremor. A vibration. Like a sleeping animal that hears a noise and lifts its head without yet opening its eyes.

Fear.

Not the fear of an enemy. Not the fear of a mission. The fear of himself. Of what he'd find if he opened the door. Of who was waiting on the other side of sleep.

The doors opened. The lobby. The light. The world.

David walked out into the June heat and headed for the bus stop, not knowing the countdown had just begun.




CHAPTER 2The Woman Who Read Dreams

Building 247b in the Petah Tikva industrial zone was nothing to look at. Wedged between an auto parts warehouse and a print shop that reeked of ink all the way to the sidewalk, it looked like any other commercial space in the suburbs: beige façade, metal blinds, no sign. The kind of place you drive past a thousand times without ever wondering what goes on inside.

David stepped out of the cab. Checked the address. Checked the street. Instinctively checked the visible entry and exit points—two doors, a ventilation grate at ground level, a fire escape on the left side. Habit. He couldn't enter a building without first mapping the way out.

In front of the main entrance, a man was pacing. Early forties, wrinkled pajamas under a jacket thrown on in a hurry, hair a mess, red eyes. He was clutching a phone against his chest like a talisman. Next to him, a woman—his wife, probably—sat on the edge of a low wall, arms crossed, face shut down. The expression of someone torn between sympathy and exasperation.

The man spotted David and rushed toward him.

"Are you from the lab? Do you work here? I've been waiting for an hour, nobody's answering, I need to—"

"I don't work here," David said.

The man—Ilan, but David didn't know that yet—stepped back. Studied him. Something in David's tone, in his posture, in the way his eyes had swept the street before landing on him, must have signaled that he wasn't talking to a lab technician.

"Sorry. I… I found this address online. A researcher. Dr. Sarah Katz. I need to see her. It's urgent."

David observed him. The man was shaking. Not from cold—it was already eighty-two degrees. From fear. From exhaustion. From something that looked like pure desperation. David knew that expression. He'd seen it in the mirror, seven years ago.

"What happened to you?" he asked, almost in spite of himself. David didn't ask strangers questions. Ever. But something in this man's eyes held him.

Ilan hesitated. Looked at his wife. Then, in a rush, as if the words were shoving each other to get out before he changed his mind:

"Someone stole something from me in my sleep. I can't recognize my daughter's face anymore. The doctors say I'm crazy. I'm not crazy."

The woman on the wall rolled her eyes. Not cruelly. Sadly. The gesture of someone who's heard the same sentence twenty times in four hours and has no idea what to do with it anymore.

David didn't move. Didn't react. But inside, something connected. Avi's words, an hour earlier: Dreams. Sleep. Fifty thousand. And now, a man in pajamas outside a neuroscience lab claiming someone had stolen a memory while he slept.

Coincidence. Or the first symptom.

A camera swiveled above the door. A beep. The lock clicked. The door opened onto a white airlock, lit by cold LEDs. A voice—female—came through a wall intercom.

"Agent Weiss? Come in. Basement level 3."

David turned to Ilan. The man was staring at him with a mix of hope and suspicion.

"Wait here," David said. "I'll see if she can take you."

Ilan opened his mouth to protest. David was already inside.

Basement level 3 smelled like disinfectant and new cable. David descended a metal staircase—no elevator for the first three levels, deliberately, to slow down intruders—and emerged into a corridor that looked more like a cutting-edge hospital than a university lab. White tile. Surgical lighting. Numbered doors with biometric readers. Total silence, except for the low hum of servers behind a partition wall.

Through the windows of the rooms he passed, David glimpsed equipment he didn't recognize. Helmets bristling with sensors. Screens displaying real-time waveforms. Medical beds surrounded by complex arrays of instruments. None of this looked like academic research. It looked like a military program.

Sarah Katz was waiting at the end of the corridor, standing in front of an open double door. She was younger than he'd expected. Thirty-five, maybe thirty-six. Chestnut hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. White lab coat over jeans. No makeup. Thin-framed glasses perched on top of her head rather than on her nose, as if she permanently forgot them there. Thin, restless hands that couldn't stay still—fiddling with a pen, tapping the wall, adjusting the coat.

But it was her eyes that struck David. Not their color—an unremarkable brown. Their texture. The same fatigue he saw in his own mirror. The same dark circles. The same invisible weight. This woman wasn't sleeping. Or if she was, her sleep wasn't doing her any good.

"Agent Weiss." She extended her hand. Firm grip, dry, brief. Professional. "Thanks for coming so quickly. Avi let me know you were on your way."

"Doctor Katz."

"Sarah. Everyone goes by first names here. We don't have time for formalities." She turned and walked into the room. "Follow me. I'll show you why you're here."

David followed. The main room on basement level 3 was large—at least a thousand square feet—and organized into two distinct zones. On the left, the control station: a bank of screens, keyboards, servers stacked in metal racks. The technical nerve center. On the right, behind a thick glass partition, an isolation chamber. A medical bed in the center. Above it, suspended from an articulated arm, a metal helmet covered in sensors—a cybernetic crown that looked like a futuristic torture device.

"Project Targum," Sarah said without preamble. She didn't sit. She moved between the screens like a conductor between music stands, typing a command here, adjusting a parameter there. "Five years of development. The original goal was nightmares. Night terrors in veterans. Insomnia that resists every treatment. Sleep medicine, nothing more."

She stopped in front of a screen displaying a 3D brain, its regions pulsing in sequence.

"And then we found something else."

David waited. He'd learned long ago that silence extracted more information than questions.

"Dreams aren't noise, David. They're not random discharges from a resting brain. They follow structures. Reproducible patterns. Like a language." She turned to him. "And like any language, you can learn to read it."

She pulled up an animation—two brains side by side, connected by lines that pulsed in rhythm. David didn't need a PhD to understand what it meant.

"You found a way to connect two brains during sleep."

Sarah froze. Looked at him with a mix of surprise and approval. "Avi was right. You're fast." She pulled out a chair and finally sat down. "Yes. If two brains are synchronized through our interface, one can enter the other's dream space. Not interpret their dreams—inhabit them. Move around inside. See what the dreamer sees. Hear what they hear."

David looked at the suspended helmet. The empty bed. The cables hanging like tentacles.

The word enter echoed in his head. Enter a dream the way you enter an enemy building. With the same tension. The same risks. Except that here, the enemy was someone's unconscious—a territory with no map, no logic, no marked exits.

"You've tested it."

It wasn't a question.

"Yes. On myself first." She said it the way you'd say I took the bus. No drama. "I'll tell you the details later. Right now, what matters is Mahmoud al-Hakim."

She switched screens. New waveforms. Much denser. Faster. More aggressive. "His brain activity has been in uninterrupted REM phase for forty-eight hours. He's dreaming nonstop. But it's not a normal dream. Look—there." She pointed to a segment of the curve. "You see that anomaly? That signature?"

David saw only one curve among many. But Sarah was treating it like a fingerprint.

"That signature isn't his. It's foreign. Someone else left a trace in his brain activity. Like… like a footprint in snow. Someone entered Mahmoud's dream. And that someone trapped him inside it."

The silence that followed lasted five seconds. David counted them.

"That's not possible," he said. Not out of conviction. Out of reflex. Because that's what a rational man was supposed to say when facing the irrational.

Sarah looked at him without blinking. "That's exactly what I would've said three years ago. Before I did it myself."

She told him about her first dive. Without drama. Without embellishment. Like a surgeon describing an operation.

She'd connected to the dream of a willing colleague, a neuroscientist on her team. Thirty-seven minutes inside his unconscious. She'd seen his childhood home, a Labrador that had been dead for twenty years, a beach in Brittany he hadn't visited since adolescence. She'd walked through his memories like strolling through a museum. The colleague, when he woke up, remembered nothing. Not her presence. Not an intruder in his dream. Nothing.

"But I was there," Sarah said. "I saw the Labrador. His name was Murphy. My colleague had never mentioned that dog to me. I checked afterward. He'd indeed had a Labrador named Murphy between 1987 and 1999. The information was accurate. Verifiable. Real."

"And the risks?"

Sarah hesitated. First hesitation since she'd started talking. David noted the shift.

"There are risks. The line between dream and reality can become… porous. The deeper you go, the more the edges blur. We had an incident. A tester. First program. He entered the dream of an IDF veteran suffering from PTSD. When he woke up, he had the veteran's flashbacks. Memories of combat he'd never been part of. Images of Jenin that came back at three in the morning. It took four months of therapy to stabilize him."

"Did he recover?"

Sarah didn't answer directly. "We modified the protocol. Strengthened the protections. Shortened the session duration. But the fundamental risk remains. When you enter someone's unconscious, you can't prevent their unconscious from bleeding into yours."

A noise behind them. David spun around, hand instinctively on his holster. It was a technician—a young guy with glasses carrying a monitoring tray.

"Dr. Katz, the man outside is insisting. He says it's an emergency. He says you can prove someone entered his dream."

Sarah frowned. "What man?"

David spoke up. "He was at the door when I got here. Early forties. In pajamas. Says someone stole a memory from him in his sleep. His daughter's face."

Sarah went still. Not the kind of stillness you fake. The kind that comes from inside, when a puzzle piece falls into place and the picture it forms is terrifying.

"His daughter's face," she repeated. Then, lower, to herself: "He came. He finally came."

David frowned. "You knew him?"

Sarah sat back down. Ran her hands over her face. "Not him personally. His profile. Two weeks ago, our sensors detected an anomaly in the dream surveillance network we deployed on a sample of the Tel Aviv population. A blip. A foreign microsignature in the REM activity of a random subject, at 3:47 a.m. Exactly the same type of signature we're seeing in Mahmoud."

She hesitated. "I thought it was an artifact at first. A system glitch. Then I checked. Double-checked. The signature was real. So I did something I probably shouldn't have."

"What?"

"I pushed targeted content toward his IP address. My LinkedIn profile. A pop-science article about neural interfaces. Digital breadcrumbs. I wanted him to find me if the intrusion happened again. To come here instead of ending up in a psych ward where nobody would believe him."

David looked at her differently. This wasn't just a scientist. This was someone who pulled strings, quietly, outside the protocol. Someone who made ethically questionable decisions to get results. That trait wasn't in her file.

"You lured a civilian into a classified military lab without authorization."

Sarah held his gaze without flinching. "I gave him the chance to be believed. That's more than the Ichilov ER offered him tonight." She stood. Fast. "Bring him down. Right now."

The technician disappeared into the corridor. Sarah turned to David. Her face had changed. The researcher had given way to something harder. Colder. The expression of someone doing the math and not liking the answer.

"If this man confirms what I think—if the foreign signature in his brain is identical to Mahmoud's—then this isn't an isolated incident. It's a trial run. Someone is testing a system. Calibrating a weapon. A test on a random civilian, then you scale up."

"Scale up to what?"

"Fifty thousand people. Yom Kippur. Ten days."

Ilan Pasternak walked into basement level 3 the way you walk into a sanctuary—with a mix of reverence and terror. His eyes swept the room, paused on the screens, on the cables, on the helmet suspended above the bed, and David watched his hands stop shaking. Not because he was calming down. Because he understood. He was a programmer. He recognized technology when he saw it. And technology, unlike ER doctors, doesn't look at you like you're crazy.

His wife—Noa, she introduced herself in a hollow voice—stayed near the door, arms crossed, jaw tight. The posture of someone who wants to be convinced but is afraid of being convinced.

Sarah set Ilan up on the medical bed. Not the dive bed—a standard exam bed in an adjacent room. She attached electrodes to his temples, forehead, the nape of his neck, the back of his skull. Ilan submitted without a word, docile, relieved that someone was finally taking him seriously.

David watched from the doorway. He didn't participate. Didn't intervene. But he was recording everything. Sarah's movements—quick, precise, unhesitating. Ilan's face—tense, focused, clinging to the hope that this machine would prove him right against the entire world. And Noa, in the shadows, watching her husband wired up to sensors in a secret basement, probably wondering what dimension she'd landed in.

The results appeared in under two minutes.

Sarah said nothing for thirty seconds. Her eyes moved from the screen to the data, from the data to the screen. Her fingers typed commands. Isolated segments. Zoomed in. Compared.

Then she turned to Ilan. And David saw something he didn't expect to see on a scientist's face: fear.

"Mr. Pasternak. What time did you wake up last night?"

"3:47. Exactly. I checked the clock the second I opened my eyes."

Sarah nodded. Pivoted the screen toward him. "You see this curve? That's your residual brain activity. The traces of what happened in your brain last night. Here, in blue, that's your normal signature. Your personal dream pattern. That's you." She pointed to a different segment, cross-hatched in red. "And that is not you."

Ilan leaned forward. Noa took a step closer in spite of herself.

"This red signature is foreign. It doesn't match any of your neurological patterns. It overlaid your REM activity between 3:12 and 3:47. Thirty-five minutes. During those thirty-five minutes, something—someone—interacted with your fusiform cortex."

"The fusiform cortex?"

"The area of the brain responsible for facial recognition." Sarah let the words do their work. "Someone entered your dream, Mr. Pasternak. And that someone targeted, with surgical precision, the exact zone that allows you to recognize your daughter's face."

Noa's hand went to her mouth. Ilan didn't move. He stared at the screen. The red curve. The proof.

"I'm not crazy," he said. His voice cracked on the last word.

"No," Sarah said. "You're not crazy. You're a victim. And probably not the only one."

They reconvened in Sarah's office, a tiny space cluttered with folders and empty coffee cups. Ilan and Noa on two folding chairs. David standing against the wall. Sarah perched on the edge of her desk, arms crossed.

David spoke first. "It's connected to Mahmoud al-Hakim. Same foreign signature. Same REM intrusion."

Sarah nodded. "The signature is identical. Which means it's the same operator. The same person—or the same technology—that trapped Mahmoud in a dream coma and stole a memory from Mr. Pasternak."

Ilan looked up. "Do you know who it is?"

"No. Not yet."

"Can you give me back Yael's face?"

Sarah hesitated. That hesitation again. That quarter-second where something wavered behind the professional façade.

"I don't know, Mr. Pasternak. What was taken from you isn't a file you can restore. It's a neural connection. A specific brain circuit. I don't know if it's reversible. I don't even know yet how it's possible."

Ilan lowered his head. Noa placed a hand on his shoulder. That simple gesture—wife to husband, certainty to uncertainty—was more eloquent than any speech. David looked away.

"But I'm going to look into it," Sarah added. "And he—" she pointed at David "—is going to help me find who did this to you."

David looked at her. It wasn't a question. It wasn't even a request. It was a statement. As if Sarah had already decided he'd be part of the operation, before she'd even fully explained what it entailed.

He should have pushed back. Pointed out that Avi gave the orders. That protocol demanded a clear chain of command. That you don't recruit a Mossad agent by pointing a finger at him in a cluttered office.

But he didn't push back. Because he'd seen the red curve. Because he'd seen Ilan's face when he understood he might never recognize his daughter again. And because somewhere, in the locked-down zone of his own brain, the sleeping animal had just lifted its head a little higher.

Sarah walked Ilan and Noa to the exit. David stayed in the main room. Alone with the screens, the waveforms, the helmet suspended above the empty bed. He walked over to it. Examined it. The sensors, the wires, the metal frame. It was a machine. Just a machine. Circuits, silicon, electricity. Nothing mystical. Nothing supernatural.

And yet.

He touched the helmet with his fingertips. The metal was cold. Inert. But he thought of the Codex of Dreams photographed in Cairo. Of a fifteenth-century rabbi who had mapped dreams five hundred years before Sarah Katz built this machine. Of Avi's words: Dreams. Sleep. The Guardian. Fifty thousand.

The door opened again. Sarah came back, alone. She found him standing in front of the helmet. Stopped three yards away.

"Did Avi tell you what we need from you?"

"The broad strokes. Enter Mahmoud's dream. Extract what he knows about the Guardian."

"It's a little more complicated than that. But yes, that's the idea." She sat down. Crossed her legs. Fixed him with that intensity that seemed to be her default setting. "Your file says you haven't dreamed in seven years. Post-traumatic dream suppression, assisted by a Mossad pharmacological protocol. Your brain cycles through normal REM phases but generates no visual content. A blank screen." She studied him. "Which makes you the only viable operator for this mission. If someone—the Guardian, or whatever his name is—has the ability to trap people in their dreams, manipulate their unconscious, steal memories… then an agent whose REM is empty is an agent he can't reach. You're an armored door in a building with open windows."

It was an elegant way to put it. Precise. And perfectly manipulative. David knew it. Sarah knew it. They both knew it.

"There's a problem with your reasoning," David said.

"Which is?"

"To enter Mahmoud's dream, I'll have to dream. Actually dream. Not empty REM—visual content, images, an active dream space. Right? Your machine reactivates what the pharmacological protocol suppresses."

"Yes."

"Which means my immunity—my armored door, as you put it—disappears the moment I use it. As soon as I dive, I'm vulnerable."

Sarah didn't blink. "That's true. Partially. Your brain has spent seven years suppressing REM. That suppression creates a kind of resistance. Even under the interface, even during a dive, your defenses will remain partially active. You won't be impervious. But you'll be much harder to manipulate than an ordinary dreamer."

"Partially. Much harder." David let the words hang. "You can't guarantee I won't get trapped."

"No. I can't."

The honesty was brutal. David appreciated it. Sarah Katz wasn't selling dreams—no pun intended. She was selling risk. Calculated danger. Science at the edge of the possible, with all the uncertainty that implied.

"And if something goes wrong? If I get lost in there?"

Sarah opened a drawer. Pulled out a syringe filled with a clear liquid. "Adrenaline. Direct injection. It ejects you from REM in under two seconds. The wakeup is rough—headache, disorientation, possible nausea—but effective. It's our lifeline."

"That's it? A syringe?"

"No. There's something else. Something science can't explain but that works." She hesitated. For the third time. "There's someone you need to meet before the dive. A man who knows more about dreams than all my sensors combined."

"Who?"

"Rav Eliezer Morgenstern. Kabbalist. Former professor at the Mea Shearim yeshiva. He's been advising us since the start of the project." Sarah saw David's expression change. "You know him."

It wasn't a question. David felt the drawer open a little wider. The drawer he kept shut. The one that held the yeshiva, the mysticism classes, the late-night study sessions, the world before Rachel, before the bombing, before the void.

Rav Morgenstern. Eighty-two years old. The gentle voice that taught the secrets of the Hebrew letters to a twenty-year-old David who still believed the world made sense. The last man David had spoken to before leaving the yeshiva for the army. The only one who'd tried to hold him back.

You can run from dreams, David, but dreams will never run from you.

Seven years. Not a phone call. Not a visit. Not a word. And now the old rabbi was waiting for him on the other side of this mission. As if he'd always known David would come back.

"Yes," David said. "I know him."

Sarah nodded. "Good. Because he's on his way. He'll be here in two hours. And until then, I need you to see something."

She stood. Walked toward a door he hadn't noticed, at the far end of the room. Smaller. More discreet. No biometric reader—just an ordinary handle. Sarah placed her hand on it. Hesitated. For the fourth time.

And David understood that behind that door was the reason Sarah Katz had the same dark circles he did. The reason she'd built this machine. The reason she no longer slept.

Not Project Targum. Something more personal. More painful. More desperate.

Sarah turned the handle. The door opened onto a dark room, lit only by the glow of monitors.

"There's one last thing you need to know before you accept this mission," she said. "And it's the most important."

She walked in. David followed.

And saw the child.




CHAPTER 3The Child Who Wouldn't Wake Up

The child was nine years old.

David knew it before Sarah said a word. Something in the size of the body under the thin sheet, in the length of the arms along the mattress, in the roundness of the face lit by the monitors. Nine years old. The age when boys lose the last traces of early childhood, when the jaw starts to define itself, when the shoulders begin to broaden without anyone noticing—except the mother putting away clothes that no longer fit.

The room was small. Fifteen by twelve feet, maybe. Not a lab room—just a room. Someone had tried to make it livable. An astronaut poster on the far wall, a paper mobile hanging from the ceiling with planets slowly spinning in the draft from the ventilation, a shelf with comic books and a deflated soccer ball. Clumsy efforts to say: this isn't a hospital, it's a child's bedroom. But the monitors didn't lie. The green and blue curves on the screens, the steady beep of the heart monitor, the IV dripping in cathedral silence—all of that told the truth. This was a vigil room. A place where you wait for someone to come back.

Sarah stopped at the foot of the bed. Her hands had gone still. No pen, no tapping, no nervous fidgeting. Her hands hung at her sides, motionless, as if all the energy she spent keeping them moving in the lab had suddenly drained the moment she walked through that door.

"Daniel," she said. "My son. He's been in a coma for fourteen months."

David looked at the child. Brown hair, curly, too long—nobody was cutting it. Pale skin but not gray. Relaxed features. He wasn't suffering. He looked like he was sleeping. Peacefully. Deeply. The way children sleep after a summer day spent running around, except Daniel's summer had lasted fourteen months and nobody knew how to wake him up.

"What happened?"

Sarah didn't answer right away. She sat on the edge of the bed, next to Daniel, and placed her hand on his. The gesture of a mother coming home from work and checking in on her son before going to bed. Except the son couldn't feel it. Didn't squeeze back. Didn't move.

"Daniel dreamed a lot. Always had. Vivid, structured, extraordinarily detailed dreams. At five, he'd tell me his dreams over breakfast and they were full-blown stories—characters, places, dialogue. His teacher thought he was making it up. I knew he wasn't. His REM activity was… unusual. I measured it." She gave a half-smile. The smile of someone judging themselves. "Occupational hazard. I hooked my own son up to my sensors to figure out why he dreamed more than other kids."

David didn't comment. He waited.

"And I found something abnormal. His visual cortex, during REM, generated activity ten times above average. Not chaotic. Organized. As if his brain wasn't just producing dreams—it was building them. With architecture. With rules." Sarah paused. "I should have stopped there."

The I should have echoed through the room like a muffled gunshot. David knew that tone. It was the tone of people explaining how they'd screwed up. The tone of a soldier recounting the patrol where everything went sideways. The tone of retrospective clarity—the worst kind of all.

"Fourteen months ago, Daniel had a dream he never came back from."

She pulled her hand away from Daniel's. Stood up. Walked to the monitoring screen and pulled up his brainwave patterns. Dense. Fast. Uninterrupted.

"Permanent REM activity. Like Mahmoud al-Hakim. Exactly like Mahmoud. Except nobody entered Daniel's dream. Nobody trapped him. He trapped himself. His brain created a dream space so complete, so structured, so… real… that he can't find the way out."

David looked at the waveforms. Then at Daniel. Then at Sarah.

"You built Project Targum for him."

It wasn't a question.

"The military thinks I developed this technology for national security. For prisoner interrogation. For intelligence gathering. And that's true—that's what I sold them. That's what funds the lab, the equipment, the salaries. But the reason I spent five years figuring out how to enter someone's dreams is him." She pointed at Daniel. "Because the only way to bring him back is to go in and get him."

A noise behind them. David turned. Noa was standing in the doorway, arms pressed tight against her chest, face ashen. She'd followed them down. Nobody had told her to stay upstairs. Nobody had stopped her. And now she was looking at the bed, the child, the monitors, with the expression of someone who's just realized what kind of story she's fallen into.

Ilan was right behind her. He saw Daniel. His face changed.

"Is that your son?" Noa asked. Her voice was flat. Controlled. The kind of control that comes right before the storm.

Sarah nodded.

"How long?"

"Fourteen months."

Noa took a step into the room. Then another. Her eyes moved from Daniel to the monitors, from the monitors to Sarah, from Sarah to Daniel. She was doing a calculation. Not a math problem—a trust calculation. David could see it in the tightness of her jaw, in the way her fingers curled around her own arms.

"You invented a machine that enters dreams. You tested it on yourself. You're five years ahead of anyone in the field. And your son has been in a coma for fourteen months." Noa let the words fall one by one, like stones into a well. "Why is he still here? Why haven't you brought him back?"

Sarah took the hit. David saw it land—a barely perceptible twitch at the corner of her eye, a hardening of the shoulders. But she didn't look away. She faced Noa head-on.

"Because I tried. Three times. And three times, I failed."

The silence was brutal.

"The first time, I entered his dream and tried to guide him toward the exit. But Daniel's dream space is… different. It's not fragmented like a normal dream. When you or I dream, the scenes shift, dissolve, reform. It's unstable. The brain improvises. Daniel doesn't dream like that. His dream is a place. A fixed place. With a sky that stays the same, buildings that don't move, streets you can walk down and find in the same spot an hour later. I searched for Daniel in that place for fifty-two minutes before my team forced me out. I didn't find him. I just found a world."

The word world floated through the room. David thought of the Codex of Dreams. Of a fifteenth-century rabbi mapping dreams the way a cartographer maps continents. The coincidence was too precise to be one.

"The second time, I found him. He was sitting in a garden, under a tree. An olive tree. He was playing with a cat I'd never seen. He recognized me. He smiled at me. That smile…" Sarah broke off. Swallowed something down. Continued. "He said: Mom, it's beautiful here, look. And he told me he didn't want to leave."

David felt something tighten in his chest. A nine-year-old child, trapped in a dream he mistook for reality, looking his mother in the face and telling her he'd rather stay. Not out of fear. Not out of confusion. Because there, in the world his brain had built, he was happy. Happier than in a basement hooked up to IVs.

"The third time, I tried to pull him out by force. Take his hand and drag him out of the dream. I ran with him toward what I thought was the border of the dream space—the zone where the dream dissolves into neural noise. But his brain reacted. Violently. Like an immune system detecting a foreign body and triggering a fever. The space contracted around us. The ground shook. The sky went black. And Daniel looked at me with an expression I'd never seen on his face—terror. Not of me. Of what I was doing. His unconscious expelled me. And when I woke up in the lab, drenched in sweat, with a migraine that kept me in bed for two days, the monitors showed that Daniel had gone deeper. His brainwaves had changed. His dream had… reinforced itself. Thickened. As if the walls of his prison had solidified in response to my attempted intrusion."

Sarah delivered those last words with a calm that was worse than tears.

"The doctors say I may have done more harm than good. They're probably right."

Sarah looked at her son. For a long time. Then she turned back to Noa with an expression David wouldn't forget anytime soon. Not sadness. Not resignation. Rage. Cold. Controlled. Surgical.

"That's why he's still here, Mrs. Pasternak. Not because the technology doesn't work. Because a dream that was built from the inside can't be destroyed from the outside. The dreamer has to choose to wake up. And Daniel won't choose. Not for me."

Noa didn't answer. But something changed in her eyes. The distrust hadn't disappeared—it had mutated. It was no longer I don't trust you. It was I understand why you're doing what you're doing. And that was enough.

Ilan hadn't moved. He was staring at Daniel. And David understood that the programmer from Petah Tikva wasn't seeing Sarah Katz's son—he was seeing Yael. His own daughter. The one whose face he could no longer recognize. He was looking at the worst-case scenario, lying in a bed a few feet away, and wondering if that was what awaited Yael. If the thief who'd taken a face could also take an entire child.

Sarah walked them back to the exit of basement level 3. She gave Ilan a secure phone number and an appointment for the next day—new scan, in-depth tests, monitoring protocol. Noa thanked her with a brief nod, almost military. No warmth. No smile. But respect. The respect you give someone who tells you the truth when the rest of the world thinks you're insane.

They left. The airlock door closed behind them.

David and Sarah stood alone in the white corridor. The hum of the servers. The flicker of the fluorescent lights. The smell of disinfectant and new cable.

"There's something you haven't told me," David said.

Sarah looked at him. Waited.

"Daniel has been in a coma for fourteen months. Mahmoud al-Hakim for forty-eight hours. Ilan had a memory stolen last night. And you detected the blip on Ilan two weeks ago." David was counting out loud. Assembling the pieces. "If the Guardian exists—if someone is using technology similar to yours to enter dreams—that means there are two systems. Yours. And his."

Sarah didn't blink.

"And if his system produces the same effects as what happened to Daniel—if the Guardian can trap people in their dreams the way Daniel trapped himself—then the question isn't how you're going to save fifty thousand Israelis on the night of Yom Kippur."

He looked her straight in the eyes.

"The question is: did the Guardian do to Daniel what you think Daniel did to himself?"

Sarah didn't move. Not a muscle. But David saw—he was trained to see—the micro-dilation of her pupils. The tremor at the corner of her lower lip. The breath that stopped half a second too long.

She'd thought about it. Of course she'd thought about it. Fourteen months watching over a child in a coma, fourteen months wondering if it was her fault, if it was Daniel's exceptional brain that had trapped him in his own dream—and now, the terrifying possibility that someone else had done it. That her son hadn't been the architect of his prison. That he'd been the victim.

"I don't know," Sarah said. And her voice, for the first time, trembled. "I've analyzed the data a hundred times. I haven't found a foreign signature in Daniel's brain. No red curve. No footprint. But…"

"But?"

"But fourteen months ago, my detection technology wasn't as advanced as it is today. If someone had entered Daniel's dream back then, with a sufficiently sophisticated system, I might not have seen it. The signature would have dissipated over time. Like fingerprints that fade."

David let the silence settle. Five seconds. Ten.

The air conditioning hummed. The fluorescent lights buzzed. Somewhere in the building, a phone rang three times and stopped.

David took inventory. That's what he did before every mission. Not an equipment inventory—an inventory of reasons. Why go in. Why take the risk. Why accept the possibility of not coming back.

Reason number one: fifty thousand people. Yom Kippur. Ten days. If the Guardian had found a way to trap people in their dreams on an industrial scale, on the night of Yom Kippur, when all of Israel would be sleeping after twenty-five hours of fasting, it would be the most silent attack in history. No bombs. No sirens. No blood. Just fifty thousand people who wouldn't wake up. Invisible horror. Dream terrorism.

Reason enough for a Mossad agent.

But that wasn't the real reason.

He thought of Rachel. The bus. The explosion. The morning he'd learned she was seven weeks pregnant—too late, always too late. He thought of what he would've given to dive back into any nightmare, any dream, any darkness, if at the end of it there was a chance—just one—of finding her. Of bringing her back. Of undoing what that Tuesday in October had done.

There was no machine for that. Rachel was dead. The child she was carrying had died with her. And no technology, no Codex, no dream could reverse a nail bomb on a number 18 bus.

But Daniel was alive. His heart was beating. His brain was running. Somewhere, in a garden that didn't exist, a nine-year-old boy was playing with a cat under an olive tree, and he didn't know that his mother was methodically destroying herself on the other side of sleep trying to bring him back.

David looked at the door behind which Daniel had been sleeping for fourteen months.

Then he made his decision.

"I'll do the mission."

Sarah closed her eyes. One second. Two. When she opened them, they were damp but steady.

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me. I'm not doing this for the Mossad."

"I know."

"And I'm not doing it for Daniel either. Not yet. I don't know him." David paused. "I'm doing this because if someone has found a way to steal memories from dreams, trap people in comas, and prepare a mass operation for Yom Kippur, then he has to be stopped. And to stop him, I need to enter Mahmoud's dream. Which means I'm going to have to dream."

He heard himself say those words and felt something crack inside. Not break—crack. A hairline fracture in the wall he'd built brick by brick over 2,657 nights. As if the words, on their way out, had opened a passage. Tiny. But enough.

"When does Rav Morgenstern arrive?"

Sarah checked her watch. "In an hour."

"Good. In the meantime, show me everything. Mahmoud's data. The intercepted communications. The profiles of the twelve sleeper agents. Every mention of the Guardian. Everything you've got."

Sarah nodded. They walked toward the main room. Side by side. Without a word.

Behind the closed door of the small room, Daniel slept. The planets on his mobile turned in the draft. The monitor beeped a slow, steady, patient rhythm. Like a metronome waiting for the music to start again.

And in Daniel's dream—in the world his brain had built, or that someone had built for him—something moved. A tremor. A shadow in a garden. The sound of footsteps on a path that didn't exist.

But nobody, in the basement level 3 of building 247b in Petah Tikva, could see it yet.




CHAPTER 4The Kabbalist

Rav Eliezer Morgenstern arrived on foot.

Sarah was waiting in front of building 247b, arms crossed, scanning the street in both directions. David stood back, in the shadow of the entry airlock. He'd asked not to be seen right away. He wanted to observe—agent reflex, but not only that. He wanted a few more seconds before facing the old man's gaze. A few more seconds to lock down what needed locking down.

Morgenstern was coming up the street at a slow pace, a cane in his right hand, a wide-brimmed black hat despite the midday heat. Eighty-two years old. More stooped than David remembered. Thinner. But the same stubborn walk, the same tilted way of holding his head, as if he were permanently listening to something no one else could hear. He hadn't taken a cab. He hadn't asked anyone to pick him up. He walked. Because Eliezer Morgenstern had always walked.

He carried a worn leather satchel, the kind they haven't made in thirty years. David recognized that satchel. He'd seen it hundreds of times resting on the desk in the study hall at the Mea Shearim yeshiva, opened to reveal manuscripts the Rav would pull out one by one with the care of a bomb tech handling detonators. That satchel held texts most students weren't allowed to read. David had been one of the few granted access. Twenty years ago, in another life, when he still believed answers were found in books rather than in action. Before Rachel. Before the bus. Before the dark. That satchel was a door to a world David had locked up tight—and the old man carrying it had the key.

Sarah walked toward Morgenstern. "Rav Morgenstern. Thank you for coming so quickly."

The old man stopped. Raised his eyes to her. His gaze was a washed-out blue, nearly transparent, but with a density that contradicted his physical frailty. He took Sarah's hand in both of his and didn't let go right away—he held it for a few seconds, like a doctor taking a pulse without making it obvious.

"How is Daniel?"

No hello. No pleasantries. The only question that mattered.

Sarah shook her head. Barely. The Rav nodded his. A silent exchange between two people who share a grief too old to need words. Something passed between them that David couldn't name—complicity, maybe, or shared sorrow.

Then Morgenstern's gaze drifted toward the entry airlock. He'd sensed David's presence before seeing him.

David stepped out of the shadow. Three paces into the light.

Morgenstern stopped. The silence lasted four seconds—David counted them, because that's what he did, count silences, measure hesitations, time people's reactions like a technician watching gauges.

The Rav didn't smile. Didn't exclaim. Didn't say how you've changed or it's been a long time or any of the banalities people use to fill the space between past and present. He looked at David the way you read a page—top to bottom, with care, taking time to understand every line. The black clothes. The agent's posture. The holster under the jacket. The lightless eyes.

Then he said, in Hebrew:

"You don't dream anymore."

It wasn't a question.

David felt something constrict in his throat. The file was classified. Avi would never have shared that information. How could the old man know?

The Reunion

"Your eyes, David." Morgenstern tapped the ground with his cane, as if punctuating something obvious. "A person who dreams carries the world of the night in their gaze. Even in the morning. Even awake. There's a gleam—not mystical, not romantic—just the reflection of a brain that manufactures images in the dark. You have the eyes of a man who sleeps in a vault. Nothing gets in. Nothing gets out."

He sighed. A soft sound, almost musical. "Come. We have work to do."

They went down to basement level 3. Morgenstern appeared neither impressed nor disoriented by the laboratory. He crossed the main room examining the screens, the cables, the metal helmet above the bed, with the calm air of a visitor in a museum where he already knew every exhibit.

He stopped in front of Mahmoud al-Hakim's monitoring. The fast, dense, chaotic waveforms of the dream coma pulsed on the screen like a racing heartbeat. Morgenstern studied them for a long time, his head tilted in that way that was uniquely his, hands resting on his cane. He didn't ask for an explanation. Didn't ask technical questions. He looked at the waveforms the way you look at a text—searching for meaning behind the shapes.

"Show me the foreign signature," he said to Sarah.

She pulled up the segment—the red trace, the intruder's footprint in Mahmoud's brain. The Rav leaned in. His blue eyes scanned the data. Not like a scientist—he understood nothing about hertz or amplitudes. But he was looking at the shape. The structure. The pattern the curve drew on the dark screen.

And something changed in his expression. A subtle hardening around the mouth. Like a man recognizing handwriting he'd hoped never to see again.

"A machine didn't do this."

Sarah frowned. "Rav Morgenstern, with all due respect—"

He cut her off with a wave of his hand. Not rude. Final.

"Your machine can enter a dream. Science does remarkable things. But what trapped this man isn't technology. It's a technique. Very old. Very dangerous. And very well mastered by someone who knows exactly what he's doing." His finger landed directly on the screen, on the red curve. "Your signature, Dr. Katz—it's not a fingerprint. It's a calligraphic signature. Someone wrote inside this dream. Someone who knows the alphabet."

David spoke up. "Explain."

Morgenstern turned to him. The same look as at the yeshiva, when a student finally asked the right question.

"The Pitron Halomot by Rav Almoli—the Codex that Hamas now possesses—doesn't describe how to enter dreams. Any mystic can figure that out. Your machine proves it. The Codex describes what dreams are. Their deep nature. Their laws. And above all: the rules that govern what happens inside them. A dream is not an empty space you walk through. It's a sovereign territory. With borders, forces, traps, and guardians. Almoli's Codex is the map of that territory. And someone out there is using it as a battle plan."

The Laws of Sleep

He opened his satchel and pulled out a notebook—not an ancient manuscript, a plain spiral-bound school notebook, covered in tight Hebrew handwriting. Forty years of research condensed into a format no one would think to steal. He opened it to a page marked with a yellow Post-it.

"Tractate Berakhot, page 55b. The most important passage in all of Jewish literature on dreams. And the most dangerous."

He set the notebook on the console. David looked at the page. The words rose from a well he'd thought was dry. Words he hadn't read since the yeshiva. Words buried under seven years of darkness.

Kol hahalomot holkhim ahar hapé. All dreams follow the mouth. Follow the interpretation.

The story came back to him in a flood. Bar Hedya, the dream interpreter of Babylon. Two men came to him with the same dream—exactly the same. The one who paid received a favorable interpretation—and the dream came true for the better. His life prospered. The one who didn't pay received a dire interpretation—and the dream turned into a nightmare. His life fell apart. Not because the dream was different. Because the interpretation transformed it. The meaning given to the images became the reality of the images. The mouth that names creates what it names.

David had studied that text at twenty, in the study hall of Mea Shearim, thinking it was poetry. He understood now that it was a playbook.

Sarah was watching them, looking from one to the other with growing impatience. "For those of us who didn't study Talmud for ten years?"

Morgenstern leaned his cane against the console and turned to her. "In a dream, Dr. Katz, reality is not fixed. It is interpretable. What you see isn't what is—it's what someone decides it is. If an intruder enters a dream and knows how to interpret—how to name things, how to assign meaning to images—then he doesn't just observe. He rewrites. Interpretation doesn't describe a dream. It transforms it. Physically. Neurologically. Actually. Like a judge pronouncing a sentence. Words change the world."

He raised a finger. "The Guardian doesn't trap people by force. He doesn't lock their dreams in a cage. He enters. He observes. And he interprets. He gives the images a meaning they didn't have. And that interpretation becomes the new reality of the dream. Like a virus that rewrites a cell's DNA without destroying it. The cell is the same—but it no longer does what it used to do."

David watched Sarah go pale. The Guardian's weapon wasn't computer code. It wasn't a frequency. It was a word. The right word, at the right moment, in a space where words create reality. The purest and most terrifying form of power. Semantic terrorism.

David uncrossed his arms. "Practically speaking. If I enter Mahmoud's dream, what am I walking into?"

Morgenstern looked at him with a new gravity. "A space that has been entirely interpreted by someone else. Every image, every sound, every detail has been named by the Guardian. Directed. What you'll see won't be Mahmoud's dream—it'll be the dream the Guardian decided Mahmoud would have. And if you accept that version, if you let the images dictate their meaning to you instead of deciding for yourself… you'll be trapped. Like Mahmoud. Like the fifty thousand people the Guardian is targeting on the night of Yom Kippur, when an entire country will be sleeping—exhausted, vulnerable, with the gates of the mind wide open."

The Shadow in the Satchel

Sarah stood up. "So how do we protect him?"

Morgenstern pulled a second notebook from his satchel. Smaller. Older. The cover reinforced with brown packing tape, the pages yellowed by decades of handling.

"A counter-interpretation. David has to enter the dream armed. Not with a gun—with a lexicon. The ability to name things himself. To recognize interpretation traps. To refuse meaning imposed by someone else. In a dream, the first voice that names takes the power. The second voice can take it back. But only if it knows what it's doing."

He held the notebook out to David. David took it. Opened it. Tight columns in Hebrew. Diagrams. Correspondences between letters, numbers, and dream images. A combat lexicon.

"You have three days." Morgenstern's voice had hardened. Urgency bled through the patience. "Not ten. Three. Mahmoud is deteriorating. His brain can't sustain permanent REM anymore. The neural structures are crumbling like plaster in the rain. If you don't dive in three days, there'll be nothing left to find in there. Just white noise and a dead man."

David looked at the notebook. Three days to absorb what Kabbalists spent decades studying.

"You don't need twenty years," Morgenstern said. "You have the foundations. You just buried them."

The word echoed. Buried. David clenched his jaw. He wasn't going to justify himself. Not to the Rav. Not to anyone.

But Morgenstern wasn't finished. His tone shifted—lower, heavier. The tone he used at the yeshiva when even the walls shouldn't have heard what he was about to say.

"The theft of the Codex from Mea Shearim. The Mossad thinks Hamas took it. Because it was found at an operative's place in Cairo." He paused. "The Mossad is wrong. Hamas didn't steal the Codex. Someone gave it to them. Someone who had access to the yeshiva's vault. Who knew the codes, the guards, the night rotations. Someone on the inside."

He pulled a photograph from his satchel. Not a digital print—real silver gelatin, black and white. David took it. A silhouette in a narrow hallway. Grainy image, face invisible. But the posture spoke. The man wasn't hiding. He was walking through his own home.

"This man left the yeshiva with the Codex at 3:12 a.m. on a Wednesday in March. No alarm. No forced locks. He had the keys, the codes, and he knew exactly where the manuscript was kept."

Morgenstern placed a finger on the photo, on the right shoulder of the silhouette—slightly higher than the left. A detail David noticed too. Something scratched at his memory, like a word on the tip of the tongue.

"I conducted my own investigation. Three weeks before your services discovered the theft. And I found what they didn't."

The Rav looked at David. And David saw something he'd never seen in the old Kabbalist: guilt.

"This man studied at the yeshiva. He read the Codex under my supervision. He is the only student, in forty years, that I refused to continue training. Because I saw what he wanted to do with what he'd learned. I expelled him. He disappeared. For years, I thought he'd given up."

Morgenstern pointed at the red curve on the screen—the foreign signature in Mahmoud's brain. "He didn't give up. He continued on his own. And he became the Guardian."

David stared at the photo. The asymmetric shoulder. The walk. And suddenly, the memory surfaced. Not a face—not yet. Just a voice. A voice in the study hall of Mea Shearim, twenty years ago, asking questions nobody else dared to ask. Brilliant questions. Dangerous questions. Questions about what could be done with dreams.

David looked up. "What's his name?"

Morgenstern didn't answer right away. He removed his hat. Set it on the console. Slowly ran a hand over his nearly bald scalp, as if smoothing out thoughts he would have preferred not to have. The gesture of a man about to speak a name he'd kept caged for years, because naming it meant making it real.

Sarah watched them in silence. The screens flickered. Mahmoud's coma pulsed. And in the small room next door, Daniel slept beneath his planet mobile, unaware that the name about to be spoken in the corridor might change everything—for his absent father, for his exhausted mother, and for the man in black who had just agreed to dive back into the one place he'd sworn never to see again.

"His yeshiva name was Hassan. Hassan ben Yossef." Morgenstern pronounced the syllables slowly, like handling a sharp object. "But that's not the name you knew him by, David. At the yeshiva, everyone called him by his nickname."

The Rav met David's eyes. And David understood, one second before Morgenstern said it, that the Guardian wasn't a stranger. Not an abstract enemy. Not a faceless ghost in a blurry photograph. It was someone he'd shared meals with, late-night study sessions, the doubts of youth. Someone who had been, for two years, the closest person to him in the entire world.

"You called him Yitzhak. Yitzhak the dreamer."

In Office 12 of the Sarona complex, Avi Rothman's phone rang. The name on the encrypted screen wasn't David's. It was a field agent stationed in Cairo, and the message contained only four words:

The Codex has been copied.




CHAPTER 5The Three Days

Avi's call came twenty minutes after Morgenstern's revelation. David answered in the corridor of basement level 3, his back against the white wall, eyes fixed on the closed door of Daniel's room. Avi's voice was dry, no preamble—the tone of a man used to delivering catastrophes between sips of coffee.

"Our agent in Cairo tossed Mahmoud's apartment. The original Codex is still there—but there was a high-resolution scanner under the bed. Professional grade. The kind they use to digitize ancient manuscripts in museums. Every page of the Codex was scanned at maximum resolution. And the files were sent."

David waited.

"To twelve different addresses. All encrypted. All untraceable."

Twelve addresses. Twelve sleeper agents.

The Codex was no longer a unique manuscript, protected behind the walls of a yeshiva, accessible to a handful of initiates. It was a digital file—dispersed, replicated twelve times, impossible to recover. Twelve copies in the hands of twelve operators who, somewhere in the country, were right now studying the map of dream territory written by a fifteenth-century rabbi.

David closed his eyes. Thought.

"How does this change the mission?"

"It changes everything. We can't seize the Codex anymore. We can't cut off access to the information. The knowledge is in the wild. The only thing we can still do is figure out what the Guardian is planning and stop them before Yom Kippur. Which means your dive into Mahmoud is the only viable lead. No more Plan B."

David hung up.

He returned to the main room. Sarah and Morgenstern were waiting, one on each side of the console—the scientist and the Kabbalist, the machine and the notebook, two languages describing the same territory.

David set the phone on the table. "The Codex has been scanned and sent to the twelve sleeper agents. The knowledge is distributed. We've got no safety net."

Sarah swore under her breath. Morgenstern didn't visibly react. He closed his eyes for three seconds, nodded once, and when he opened them, something had hardened in the washed-out blue of his gaze. The expression of a man who'd been expecting the bad news and who, now that it was here, could finally stop waiting for it and start acting.

"Then we start now," Morgenstern said. He tapped the second notebook—the combat lexicon he'd given David. "Sit down."

David sat. Not out of obedience—out of necessity. The morning's fatigue was starting to weigh on him. The adrenaline from Avi's briefing, the discovery of Daniel, the revelation about Yitzhak—all of it formed a dense mass in his head, a block of raw data that needed sorting. And now the old man was asking him to open a notebook and relearn a language he'd spent seven years forgetting.

Morgenstern, for his part, had already recovered his professor's calm. He leaned his cane against the console and opened the notebook to the first page.

The Lexicon

The handwriting was tiny, cramped, nearly illegible to an untrained eye. But David knew it. He'd read it for years, in the margins of texts the Rav annotated for his advanced students. That handwriting was Morgenstern's voice rendered in ink—every loop, every stroke carried the inflection of his teaching.

"First rule," the Rav said. "In a dream, you don't look. You read. Every image is a word. Every detail is a letter. If you just look, you're a tourist. And a tourist in a hostile dream is a dead man. You have to read the space like a text—identify the structures, the repetitions, the anomalies. What shouldn't be there. What's been added. What's been altered by a foreign interpretation."

He pointed to a column in the notebook. Twenty-two Hebrew letters, each associated with a type of dream structure. Aleph: a threshold, a door, a passage. Beth: a house, an enclosed space, a potential trap. Gimel: movement, displacement, flight or pursuit.

David scanned the list. Not a mystical alphabet—a terrain recognition system. The way symbols on a military map correspond to types of buildings, roads, or danger zones.

"You know these letters," Morgenstern said. "You've studied them. But you've never used them like this. Here, they're not letters of the alphabet. They're navigation tools. You see a threshold in the dream, you think Aleph. You see an enclosed space, you think Beth. You name what you see before the dream names it for you. That's your first line of defense."

Sarah had moved closer. She listened, arms crossed, with the focused expression of someone mentally translating one system into another.

"That's consistent with our data," she said. "Our scans show that linguistic cortex activity increases significantly during deep REM phases. The dreaming brain doesn't just see—it categorizes. It labels. What you're describing, Rav Morgenstern, is essentially a conscious labeling protocol applied to a modified state of consciousness."

Morgenstern looked at her with a half-smile—the first since his arrival. "If it helps you to call it that, Dr. Katz, call it that. I call it kavana. Directed intention. But the result is the same."

David knew that word. Kavana—the conscious intention that precedes and inhabits the act. In prayer, kavana is what transforms mechanically recited words into living speech. Without kavana, prayer is background noise. With kavana, it's an act of creation.

Morgenstern wasn't using the term by accident. He was telling David: in the dream, your intention is your only weapon. If you go in passively, you're at the mercy of a world someone else built. If you go in with clear intention—knowing what you're looking for, naming what you see, refusing what the enemy has interpreted—you have a chance. Not a guarantee. A chance. The difference between a soldier and a victim comes down to four syllables: ka-va-na.

"And the second rule," Morgenstern added, turning the page. "The anchor."

He traced a circle with his finger around a diagram at the center of the notebook. "A hostile dream will try to make you forget who you are. That's always the first attack. No violence. No monsters. Just dissolution. The dream absorbs you. You become part of the scenery. You forget you entered from the outside. You forget your mission. You forget your name. To resist, you need an anchor. A precise, sensory, indisputable memory. Something the dream can't imitate because it doesn't know it. A taste. A smell. The exact texture of an object. Your anchor is your compass. As long as you hold it, you know who you are and why you're there."

David thought immediately of his grandmother's Turkish coffee. The copper ibrik. The smell—bitter and sweet at the same time. The burn of the first sip on the tongue. Twenty years of mornings distilled into a single sensation. Something as deep, as personal as the most intimate dream—and yet rooted in the real world, in the dented copper pot sitting on the kitchen counter of his Florentin apartment.

Morgenstern nodded without David saying anything. "You've found it. Good. Don't share it. Not with me, not with Dr. Katz, not with anyone. Your anchor is the only thing in this notebook that must never be spoken aloud. If someone knows it, they can reproduce it in the dream. And if the dream reproduces it, your compass is false."

David closed the notebook. "Show me how it works. Not in theory. In practice."

Morgenstern and Sarah exchanged a look. Something passed between them—not complicity, but assessment. The scientist and the mystic were calculating the same risk with different tools.

Sarah spoke first. "We can run a preliminary test. Not a full dive—a conditioning run. We hook you up to the interface, induce a supervised micro-REM state, thirty seconds max. Enough for your brain to generate the beginnings of dream imagery. And we see how you react."

She paused. "This will be the first time your REM has produced visual content in seven years. I don't know what's going to happen."

The Crack

David looked at the bed. The helmet. The cables.

Thirty seconds. It was nothing. He'd held positions under fire for hours. He'd endured simulated interrogations lasting forty-eight hours without giving up a single piece of information. Thirty seconds in a supervised dream, in a secured lab, with a syringe of adrenaline ready to pull him out—that was a routine exercise. Nothing more.

He told himself that three times. It didn't work.

Because the danger wasn't physical. The danger was what waited on the other side of the dark. The images. The memories. Rachel. The bus. Everything he'd locked inside a neural vault for 2,657 nights. Thirty seconds was enough for a door to open. And you don't close that kind of door again.

He lay down on the bed. Sarah attached the sensors—temples, forehead, nape of the neck, back of the skull. Her movements were precise, professional, but David felt a tremor in her fingers when she adjusted the last electrode. She was afraid. Not for herself—for him. She knew what this machine did to people. She'd seen her tester come back with someone else's flashbacks. She'd watched Daniel sink into a dream he never returned from. And now she was wiring up a man whose brain was an emotional minefield to a device designed to trigger exactly what he'd spent seven years suppressing.

Morgenstern positioned himself at the head of the bed. Placed his hand on David's shoulder. The contact was brief but strangely heavy.

"When the images come, don't look at them. Read them. Name what you see. Aleph, Beth, Gimel. Give each thing a name before it gives you its own."

He withdrew his hand. Sarah typed a command. The interface hummed. The helmet activated.

And something changed in the darkness behind David's eyelids.

At first, nothing. The usual void. The blank screen. The empty REM that had been idling like a motor in neutral for seven years.

Then, at the edges—at the extreme periphery of his internal visual field—a tremor. Not an image. Not yet. A vibration. Like a water surface someone had just touched with a fingertip.

David felt his heart rate spike. His body knew what was coming before his mind did.

Seven years of pressure built up behind a dam, and someone had just opened a valve.

The vibration intensified. Became a ripple. Then a shape. Blurry. Distant. Wavering like a mirage on a summer road.

A corridor.

David could see a corridor. Not the one in basement level 3—another one. Narrower. Darker. Stone walls. Low ceiling. He knew this place. It was the passage between the study hall and the library at the Mea Shearim yeshiva—the one he'd walked through every evening after Morgenstern's classes.

And at the end of the corridor, a figure. Motionless. Waiting for him.

The panic rose. Cold. Metallic. The panic of someone who sees the thing he thought he'd buried coming back.

The Revenant

Morgenstern's voice reached him from very far away, as if through a wall of water. "Name what you see."

Aleph—the corridor is a threshold. Beth—the stone walls are an enclosed space. The figure at the end—Gimel, movement, someone approaching.

David named. The letters formed in his head like beacons in fog. They didn't dispel the fear. But they gave him something to hold on to—a reading grid, a frame, a structure in the chaos of the returning images.

Then the figure turned its head. And David saw the face.

Not Rachel. Not the ghost he'd been dreading for seven years. A different face. Young. Barely twenty. Black eyes, intense, burning with fierce intelligence. One shoulder higher than the other. A smile that wasn't a smile.

David recognized that face.

Yitzhak. Yitzhak as he'd been at the yeshiva, twenty years ago. Yitzhak the dreamer. The Guardian before the Guardian.

"David." The voice echoed through the stone corridor. Clear. Close. Too close for a memory. Too sharp for a dream that had barely formed. "You're back. I've been waiting for you."

And in the voice, David heard something that froze him—not menace, not anger. Joy. Genuine joy. As if Yitzhak was truly happy to see him again.

The world crashed. White. Light. Pain behind the eyes. The ceiling of basement level 3. Sarah's face leaning over him, an empty syringe in her hand—adrenaline, emergency extraction.

David was sitting up on the bed, heart rate at one-eighty, hands gripping the edges of the mattress, breath in tatters.

Thirty seconds. It had only lasted thirty seconds. And yet the yeshiva corridor was still there, imprinted under his eyelids, with Yitzhak's asymmetric shoulder and his smile that wasn't one.

David ripped the sensors from his temples with a sharp gesture. His hands were shaking. Not from fear—from rage. The rage of a man who discovers someone's been inside his home while he slept.

Morgenstern stood three yards away, motionless, eyes fixed on the monitoring screens. David's waveforms were displayed in real time—the usual black of his empty REM, the flat line, the protective void. And in the middle, like an ink stain on a blank page, a burst of imagery. Brief. Intense. Violent.

Sarah pointed to it without a word. David looked. And at the center of that burst, barely visible but as undeniable as a footprint in fresh snow, there was a trace. Red. The same signature as in Mahmoud al-Hakim's brain. The same as in Ilan Pasternak's brain.

The silence lasted ten seconds.

Morgenstern placed both hands on his cane and bowed his head, like a man in prayer or a man absorbing a blow. Sarah was typing commands, isolating the signature, comparing it to the recorded profiles. Her fingers moved fast but her face was white.

David sat on the bed, sensors still stuck to his temples, and stared at the red curve on the screen with the glacial calm of an agent who has just discovered that the enemy is already inside the perimeter.

The Guardian hadn't waited for David to come find him. He was already there. In the empty REM David thought was impregnable. Lurking in the dark for how long—days? weeks? years?—nobody knew. But Yitzhak the dreamer had told the truth.

He'd been waiting.




CHAPTER 6The Inverted Trap

Nobody spoke for thirty seconds.

The screens in basement level 3 pulsed in the silence—Mahmoud al-Hakim's red curve on the left monitor, Ilan Pasternak's in the center, and now David Weiss's on the right. Three identical signatures. Three footprints from the same intruder, in three different brains.

Sarah had overlaid the traces on a fourth screen. The match was nearly perfect—same frequency, same amplitude, same rhythm. Like three sentences written by the same hand.

David stared at his own curve. There was something obscene about seeing the trace of someone else in his own brain. Like finding muddy footprints in your bedroom. Someone had been there. Had walked the corridors of his mind. And he hadn't noticed.

Sarah broke the silence first. "How long?" She wasn't addressing David—she was talking to herself, eyes locked on the data, fingers racing across the keyboard. "The signature in Mahmoud's brain is fresh—forty-eight hours, maybe seventy-two. Ilan's, less than twenty-four hours. But David's…"

She isolated the segment. Zoomed in. Zoomed in again. And David watched her face change. Not surprise—something more serious. Bewilderment.

"The signature is degraded. The edges are blurred. Like a footprint in snow that's started to melt. Which means it's old. Much older than the others."

"How long?" David asked. His voice was flat. Controlled. The voice of a man demanding facts because facts are the only thing that doesn't lie.

Sarah shook her head. "I can't date it precisely. The degradation depends on too many variables—baseline brain activity, REM density, sleep cycle frequency. But at minimum…" She hesitated. "At minimum several months. Maybe a year. Maybe more."

Several months. The phrase hung in the conditioned air of the basement. David did the math. Several months meant the Guardian had entered his empty REM well before the Codex was stolen. Well before Mahmoud. Well before Ilan. The Guardian hadn't targeted him because of the mission. He'd targeted him long before.

Morgenstern, who hadn't moved since the test ended, finally spoke. "Yitzhak knows you, David. He studied with you. He knows how you think, how you operate, where your weak points are. He didn't wait for the Mossad to send you to him. He came to find you first." The Rav paused. "The question isn't whether he infiltrated you. It's what he's been doing all this time inside your empty REM. What he saw. What he prepared."

David felt something twist in his chest. The empty REM. His refuge. His fortress. The place where nothing existed, where nothing could reach him. And all along, Yitzhak had been there. Sitting in the dark. Silent. Patient. Watching.

Sarah turned to them. "We have an immediate operational problem. If the Guardian is already in David's brain, then the dive into Mahmoud is compromised. David won't be entering a neutral dream—he'll be entering a space controlled by the Guardian with a brain the Guardian has already mapped. It's like sending a spy whose face the enemy already knows." She crossed her arms. "I'm recommending we cancel the dive. We find another way to access Mahmoud. We take the time to—"

"We don't have time." David had spoken without looking up from the screen. "Mahmoud is deteriorating. Three days is what Morgenstern said. And Yom Kippur is ten days out."

The Calculus

"You want to go anyway? Knowing the Guardian is waiting for you?" Sarah was looking at him the way you look at someone who suggests sprinting through a minefield. "Knowing he's had months to prepare the ground inside your head? David, it's suicide."

David got off the bed. Walked to the console. Looked at the three overlaid curves—Mahmoud, Ilan, himself. Three victims. Three intrusions. But there was a difference. Mahmoud didn't know someone had entered his dream—he'd been trapped without his knowledge. Ilan didn't know either—he'd woken up with a hole in his memory, not understanding why. David knew. He'd seen the trace. He'd seen Yitzhak's face. He knew the enemy was inside.

And an enemy you've spotted is no longer an intruder—he's a target.

"Morgenstern." David turned to the Rav. "At the yeshiva, there was a teaching about the yetzer hara. The destructive impulse. You used to say the master isn't the one who eliminates the yetzer hara—he's the one who turns it around. Who uses its energy to build instead of destroy."

Morgenstern tilted his head. His eyes narrowed. The expression he got when a student was going somewhere interesting. "Go on."

"The Guardian is in my head. He knows my fears. My vulnerabilities. My past. He's probably mapped everything my empty REM didn't hide well enough. That's an advantage for him. But it's also a link. A connection. A channel that goes both ways."

Sarah understood before Morgenstern. Her eyes widened. "You want to use the existing connection as an entry point. Instead of diving blind into Mahmoud's dream, you want to follow the Guardian's trace—his own signature—like a thread in a labyrinth. Trace the signal back to its source."

David nodded. "Yitzhak left a footprint in my brain. That footprint is a path. If your machine can follow it, it can take me straight to the Guardian. Not through Mahmoud's dream—through mine."

The silence returned. Denser this time. Loaded with the weight of a calculation each of them was running separately. Sarah looked at her screens as if the data would tell her whether this was genius or madness. Morgenstern was looking at David.

Morgenstern spoke slowly. "What you're proposing, David, is exactly what the Talmud calls inverting the trap. Turning the enemy's weapon against him. It's tactically brilliant." He paused. "And extremely dangerous. Because the Guardian knows it too. If he infiltrated you, if he left a trace deliberately, then he may be expecting exactly this reaction. The inverted trap could be a double-layered trap. Bait to lure you deeper into a space he controls."

David held his gaze. "I've spent eight years at the Mossad. Double-layered traps are my daily bread."

"The Mossad operates in the real world, David. Where bullets travel in one direction and walls stay in place. Dreams don't play by those rules."

The Link

Sarah had sat back down at the console. Her fingers were flying, nails clicking on the keys with an urgency that contrasted with the calm of her voice.

"Wait. Wait. There's something."

David and Morgenstern moved closer. They leaned in on either side of Sarah—the Kabbalist and the agent flanking the scientist, three pairs of eyes on the same screen.

"I overlaid David's red trace with our monitoring archives. Fourteen months of data. I was looking for the exact moment the Guardian first infiltrated David."

She pointed at the screen. A timeline graph. Dozens of horizontal lines, each representing a monitored subject. And on two of those lines, on the same date, at the same moment, an identical anomaly. A red blip. Tiny. Nearly invisible. But undeniable.

"The first intrusion into David's brain was exactly fourteen months ago." Sarah turned around. Her face was ashen. "The same night as Daniel's coma."

The world seemed to contract around that sentence.

Fourteen months. The same night.

David looked at the door to Daniel's room—closed, silent, with the steady beep of the monitor filtering through the walls like a heartbeat.

The Guardian had hit two targets on the same night. Daniel, plunged into a dream coma he'd never returned from. And David, infiltrated in his empty REM without his knowledge.

The son of a scientist building a machine to enter dreams. And a Mossad agent who no longer dreamed.

Morgenstern closed his eyes. His lips moved without sound—a prayer, perhaps, or a calculation that words couldn't contain. When he opened them, his gaze had changed. No more patience. No more pedagogy. Just a cold, cutting certainty—that of a man who has just grasped the full shape of a plan he'd only been seeing in fragments.

"This is not a coincidence. Yitzhak struck Daniel to force Sarah to perfect the Targum—he knew a mother would do anything to save her son, including push the technology beyond its limits. And he infiltrated David to have an already-compromised operator ready when the Mossad inevitably sent him. Daniel is the bait. David is the trap. And the entire mission—the Codex, Mahmoud, the twelve agents, Yom Kippur—it's not his plan. It's his invitation. He wants David to dive. He's wanted it from the beginning."

The silence that followed lasted only three seconds. But in those three seconds, David felt the entire architecture of his understanding rearrange itself. Every piece of the puzzle shifted, slid, locked into a new configuration. And the picture forming was terrifying. Not because it was chaotic—because it was logical.

The Guardian wasn't improvising. He was orchestrating. For fourteen months, every event—Daniel's coma, the perfection of the Targum, the theft of the Codex, Mahmoud's arrest, David's summons—every step had been calculated, anticipated, engineered. The Guardian wasn't reacting to events. He was creating them. And everything converged on a single point: David Weiss, inside a dream, face to face with Yitzhak.

Sarah stood. "Then we don't dive. It's a trap. Start to finish. We don't give the Guardian what he wants."

David didn't answer right away. He was looking at the screen. The two blips—Daniel and him, the same night, fourteen months ago. And he was thinking about something Morgenstern had said earlier, about Bar Hedya. Interpretation creates the reality of the dream.

The Guardian had interpreted this situation as a trap. Sarah was interpreting it as a trap. Everyone saw a trap.

But David had spent seven years living in an empty REM, and he knew something the others didn't: in the dark, when there are no images, the only thing that remains is intention. Kavana.

The Other Path

"Morgenstern. If the Guardian orchestrated everything so I'd dive—does that mean he needs me to dive? That he can't accomplish what he's planning for Yom Kippur without me?"

Morgenstern opened his eyes. Very slowly. Like a man returning from somewhere deep.

"That's the right question, David. The only question."

He took his cane. Stood. Walked to the screen where the three red signatures pulsed in sync.

"Yitzhak was always an exceptional strategist. But he has a flaw. The same flaw that made me expel him from the yeshiva. He can't act alone. His power—interpretation—only works if there's someone on the other end. A dreamer he can influence."

"The Guardian is not a creator," Morgenstern continued. "He's an interpreter. He can't build a dream from nothing. He needs a dreamer—someone who generates the raw material, the images, the emotions, the structures. And then he interprets. Rewrites. Hijacks. But without the initial dreamer, he's powerless. Like a translator without a text. Like a musician without an instrument."

The Rav turned to David. "For Yom Kippur, he needs a channel. An amplifier. Someone whose brain can serve as a bridge between his technique and the fifty thousand sleepers. And that someone, David, is you. Not because you're vulnerable. Because your empty REM is the purest space that exists. A blank screen. Perfect for projecting anything onto."

David absorbed the information. His empty REM—the void he'd built to protect himself—was exactly what made him the ideal vehicle for the Guardian. The irony was surgical. By fleeing from dreams, he'd become the perfect weapon for the man who manipulated them.

"Then we can't not dive," David said. "If I don't go to the Guardian, he'll come to me. On the night of Yom Kippur, when I'm asleep, he'll use my brain as a relay. Whether I want it or not."

Morgenstern nodded. "The question isn't whether you enter the dream. It's whether you enter on his terms or yours."

David looked at Sarah. Her eyes were closed. Her hands flat on the console. She was breathing slowly, deeply, like someone fighting nausea. When she opened her eyes, they were dry and hard.

"Three days of training. Intensive. Twelve hours a day. Morgenstern's lexicon, the Targum technical protocol, and REM simulations of escalating difficulty." She looked at David. "You're not diving into Mahmoud. You're diving into your own dream. And you find the Guardian inside your own head. Because that's where he's waiting. And that's where you can trap him. If you're good enough. If you're fast enough. If you don't get lost along the way."

David nodded. He was thinking about the copper ibrik. The taste of Turkish coffee on the tongue. His anchor.

And he was thinking about Daniel, in the room next door. A nine-year-old child trapped by the same man who was hunting him. If Morgenstern was right—if the Guardian had struck Daniel to force Sarah to build the technological bridge—then Daniel wasn't collateral damage. He was the opening move in a chess game that had been going on for fourteen months. And David had just realized he wasn't the player.

He was the piece.

But a piece that knows it's a piece has an advantage the chessboard doesn't account for. It can decide to move differently.

Outside, the midday sun hammered the asphalt of Petah Tikva, and the metal blinds of building 247b bounced the light back in white shards. Somewhere in the country, twelve men were studying a fifteenth-century manuscript scanned onto a computer screen. In Beer Sheva, Mahmoud al-Hakim dreamed endlessly in a military room, his brainwaves fraying a little more with every hour. In Jerusalem, the Mea Shearim yeshiva had changed its locks and reinforced its vault—too late, for a manuscript that would never come back.

And in basement level 3, David Weiss opened Morgenstern's notebook to the first page and began relearning the alphabet.

He had three days. And the man waiting for him on the other side of sleep was counting on every one of them.




CHAPTER 7Day 1

David studied Morgenstern's notebook for six hours.

Sitting on a folding chair in the main room of basement level 3, back straight, notebook open on his knees, he absorbed the columns of correspondences the way he'd once absorbed mission plans—methodically, without emotion, engraving each piece of information in the part of his brain that never lost anything.

Twenty-two letters. Twenty-two navigation keys. Aleph, the threshold. Beth, the enclosed space. Gimel, movement. Daleth, the door—different from Aleph because a door implies a choice, an inside and an outside, while a threshold is a mandatory passage. He, the window—an observation point, a view of the dream's exterior, a potential breach in the structure. Vav, the hook—a connection between two elements, a bridge.

Sarah had brought him coffee. He hadn't touched it.

Morgenstern had left at two p.m. He'd left David with the notebook and one instruction: "Don't memorize the correspondences. Internalize them. The difference is that memory can be tricked—someone shows you a door and your memory says Daleth. But internalization is when you feel Daleth before you see the door. When the word comes before the image. That's what protects you."

Then he'd gone back up to the surface, his cane clacking on the metal stairs, and disappeared into the afternoon heat.

David had continued alone. The letters entered him in successive layers—first the name, then the symbol, then the sensation. Aleph wasn't just a threshold. It was the tightening in your chest when you cross a boundary. Beth wasn't just an enclosed space. It was the change in air pressure when the walls close in.

At eight p.m., Sarah came to get him. "It's time."

She'd traded her lab coat for a gray sweatshirt, tied her hair higher, and put on worn sneakers instead of her lab shoes. The detail struck David—Sarah was preparing physically, like a trainer about to step into the ring with her fighter. This wasn't a simulation from a control station. She'd be in the dream with him. Not physically—technically. Connected through the interface, she'd monitor his waves, adjust the parameters, and be ready to trigger extraction at any moment. But she'd feel what he felt. See the outlines of what he saw. Not the details—the shapes, the tensions, the spikes of emotional activity. She'd be his blind copilot.

"Session protocol," Sarah said, adjusting the sensors on David's temples. "Maximum duration: five minutes. Not thirty seconds like the preliminary test—five full minutes. Your brain will generate a complete dream space. You'll have time to navigate. Explore. Apply the lexicon." She checked the connections one by one. "Objective: you enter your own dream, you identify structures using Morgenstern's letters, and you come back. You don't look for the Guardian. You don't follow his trace. Not yet. Today, we map the terrain. We learn to walk before we run." She looked at him. "Is your anchor in place?"

David thought of the copper ibrik. The taste of Turkish coffee. "Yes."

The Descent

Sarah typed the command. The interface hummed. And David fell.

Not the sensation of falling asleep—the sensation of tipping over. As if the bed had pivoted ninety degrees and the ceiling had become a well. The familiar black of his empty REM enveloped him for one second, maybe two. Then it tore open. Not all at once—from the bottom. The black cracked like a crust of ice, and underneath there was light. Color. Shapes. A world.

David set his foot on ground he couldn't yet see and felt the hardness of stone under his sole. The air had changed. Cooler. More humid. He opened his eyes—his dream eyes—and saw.

Jerusalem. The Old City. Not the tourist Jerusalem of postcards—the Jerusalem of his memories. The alleys of the Jewish Quarter at dawn, when the golden stone takes on shades of honey and stray cats slip between the garbage cans. David knew these streets. He'd walked them for years, between the yeshiva and the apartment he'd shared with Rachel in the Armenian Quarter. The smell of za'atar. The distant sound of a call to prayer. The clap of his own footsteps on the pavement.

Everything was precise. Too precise. Not the usual haze of dreams, not the blurry edges and illogical transitions. It was sharp. Structured. As if his brain, deprived of images for seven years, was compensating by overproducing detail.

Aleph. David named what he saw. The alley was a threshold—it led somewhere, it separated a before and an after. He felt the word settle over the image like a transparent overlay. The alley didn't change in appearance. But something shifted in his perception—he wasn't looking at it anymore. He was reading it.

He moved forward. Each step produced a distinct sound—the scrape of his sole on the uneven pavement. Beth. The walls on either side were closing in—enclosed space, not yet a trap, but a narrowing. He noted the information. Kept going.

At the end of the alley, an intersection. Three directions. Daleth—a door. A choice. Right led toward the Kotel. Left toward the souk. Straight ahead toward the Mea Shearim yeshiva.

David stopped. Listened.

In a normal dream, the choice is made by instinct—the dreamer follows the current, lets himself be carried by the fluid logic of the unconscious. But David wasn't a normal dreamer. He was an operator. And Morgenstern had taught him the rule: in a dream interpreted by someone else, the most natural path is the one the enemy has drawn for you. The obvious choice is the trap.

David chose the souk. Not because it was the right path—because it was the path no one would choose. The souk at dawn was empty, its stalls covered with tarps, its corridors dark and silent. A space with no narrative interest. A non-place. And in a hostile dream, non-places are the safest spots.

He entered the souk. The stalls lined both sides like graves under their tarps. Not a sound. Not a movement. The air smelled of cinnamon and dust—a scent memory so precise that David felt something waver inside him. It wasn't memory producing that smell. It was longing. Seven years without dreaming was seven years without smelling, without touching, without tasting with the supernatural intensity that only the unconscious can reach. The real world is filtered through the senses. A dream is the senses.

David was walking through a pure sensory experience, unfiltered, and each step carried him a little further from the discipline Morgenstern had taught him.

Shin. The tooth. The symbol of sudden change. He felt it before he saw it—a shift in the air, a new tension, a presence.

The Ghost Street

At the end of the souk, the alley opened onto a square he'd never seen. Not in Jerusalem—not in the real world. A round square, paved with white stones, with a fountain in the center that wasn't flowing. The buildings around it were familiar without being identifiable—an amalgam of yeshiva walls, Tel Aviv apartment façades, fragments of architecture from different parts of his life, assembled by the unconscious into an impossible collage.

David stopped at the edge of the square. Named. He—a window, a view of the outside. The fountain was Mem—water, memory, depth. But the fountain wasn't flowing. The water was still. Frozen. Like a memory on ice.

That's when he saw her.

Sitting on the edge of the fountain. Back turned. Black hair falling over her shoulders. A light dress—the one she'd worn on their civil wedding day, at the Jerusalem city hall, ninety-eight degrees in the shade and a judge who was sweating through his shirt.

David stopped. His heart—his dream heart—stopped with him. Everything stopped. The letters. The lexicon. The mission. The discipline. It all vanished like chalk wiped from a board. Nothing remained but the figure by the fountain and the seven years of darkness melting like ice under a flame.

Rachel.

He knew it before she turned around. He knew it in his bones, in his lungs, in the part of his brain that the pharmacological protocol had never fully managed to shut down.

Rachel turned. And David saw her face.

Intact. Precise. Every detail in place—the brown eyes, set slightly too close together, which she'd hated. The tiny scar above her upper lip, souvenir of a bike fall at eight years old. The beauty mark below her left ear that David used to kiss every morning when he got up.

Seven years. Seven years of void, of darkness, of empty REM, of locked vault. And the face was intact. Not faded. Not blurred. Not distorted by time or distance. Perfect. Like a photograph stored in darkness, shielded from light, that had never deteriorated.

David took a step toward the fountain. Then another. The letters were gone. There was no more Aleph. No more Beth. No more Daleth. There was only Rachel.

"David." Her voice. Exact. The same tone, the same warmth, the same way of saying his name with a slight press on the D as if she were tasting it. "I've missed you so much."

David opened his mouth. No sound came out. His legs kept moving. Three steps. Two steps. He was a yard from her now. He could see the details of the dress—the fabric creasing at the knees, a damp spot at the wrist. He could smell her perfume—not a commercial fragrance, the natural scent of her skin, a smell no one else in the world could replicate.

He reached out. His fingers moved toward Rachel's shoulder. Toward Rachel's warmth. Toward the mirage of Rachel.

In that moment, David Weiss was no longer thinking about the Guardian, about Yom Kippur, about the fifty thousand sleepers, about the Codex, or about Hebrew letters. He was thinking about one thing: touching her.

The Anchor

Something burned. Not on his skin—in his mouth. On his tongue. The taste of Turkish coffee. Bitter. Dense. Black. The dented copper ibrik. The Florentin kitchen. The countertop. The real world.

The anchor fired like a defibrillator—a sharp internal shock that restarted the part of his brain Rachel had shut down.

David pulled his hand back. An inch from the shoulder. An inch between dream and loss.

He stepped back.

The letters returned. Shin—sudden change. Mem—still water, frozen memory. And Rachel—he reread her. He didn't look at her. He read her.

And what he read turned his stomach.

The details were too precise. The wedding dress—David remembered every fold because he'd spent months replaying them in his nightmares before locking everything down. The scar above the lip—he'd described it to a Mossad psychiatrist during an evaluation, three months after the bombing. The beauty mark below the left ear—he'd mentioned it in his private journal, the one he'd burned a year after Rachel's death.

Every detail came from him. From his memories. From his words. From his descriptions.

And someone had read those words.

Someone who'd been lurking in his empty REM for fourteen months had rummaged through the locked drawers of his memory, found Rachel, and rebuilt her piece by piece using the materials David himself had provided.

Rachel wasn't a memory. Rachel was an interpretation.

Rachel's face changed. Imperceptibly. The smile stayed in place, but the eyes—the brown eyes, set too close together—drained by one degree. As if someone behind the mask had just realized the trap hadn't worked.

David backed up again. Two steps. Three. The white stones rang under his soles. The frozen fountain reflected a sky that didn't exist. And Rachel watched him retreat with an expression that didn't belong to Rachel—cold, analytical curiosity, the expression of someone taking notes.

Yitzhak. Behind Rachel's face, it was Yitzhak looking out. Testing. Measuring.

David closed his dream eyes. Thought of the Turkish coffee. The ibrik. The taste of copper and bitterness on his tongue.

And said, out loud, in the dream:

"Shin. Change. This is not Rachel. This is a text. And I reject this reading."

The square cracked. The sound was enormous—not a physical noise, a structural one, like a building giving way. The white stones heaved. The fountain split in two. And Rachel—the false Rachel, the interpreted Rachel—opened her mouth and made a sound that was nothing human. A machine scream. A howl of corrupted data.

The sky fell. The ground gave way. And David plunged into the dark.

The ceiling of basement level 3. The fluorescent lights. The pain.

Sarah above him, hands on his shoulders. "David. David, can you hear me?"

He blinked. The real world came back in layers—the light, the cold of the air conditioning, the beep of the monitors, the smell of disinfectant.

Five minutes. No more. But his body was shaking as if after an hour of combat.

He sat up on the bed. Looked at his hands. Steady? No. They were shaking. He pressed them flat on his thighs and waited for them to stop.

Sarah was examining the data on the screen. Morgenstern—he'd come back at some point; David didn't know when—stood in the shadows near the door to Daniel's room, watching the curves without a word.

"You lasted four minutes and forty-three seconds," Sarah said. "Extraction was triggered by an abnormal spike of activity in your emotional cortex." She hesitated. "You saw something. Something personal."

It wasn't a question.

David didn't answer. He had no intention of talking about Rachel. Not now. Maybe never. But he said:

"The lexicon works. The letters hold. Except when emotion takes over."

Sarah nodded. "That's exactly what the data shows. Your linguistic activity was elevated and stable for the first three minutes. You were naming what you saw. Your frontal cortex stayed active. Then there was a collapse—your amygdala took over and the linguistic cortex shut down. You stopped reading the dream and started living it."

Morgenstern stepped forward. Slowly. He looked at David with an expression David couldn't decipher—not disappointment, not satisfaction, something in between.

"You found the trap," he said. "And you refused it. That's good. But the Guardian now knows you can resist. Next time, he won't use Rachel. He'll use something you haven't considered yet."

He turned to Sarah. "Show me the curve from the last ten seconds, just before extraction."

Sarah scrolled through the data. Isolated the segment. And Morgenstern leaned in—for a long time, silently—over an anomaly that David couldn't see from where he was sitting.

The Rav said nothing. He studied the anomaly for fifteen seconds. Then he pulled a pen from his pocket, jotted something in the margin of his notebook, and closed it.

"What?" David asked. "What do you see?"

Morgenstern put the notebook back in his satchel. Buckled the strap. Took his cane.

"Tomorrow. Day 2. Six a.m."

And he walked toward the stairs without looking back.

David looked at Sarah. Sarah was looking at the screen where the anomaly was still blinking. Her face said she'd seen the same thing. And that what they'd seen changed something.

But she shook her head. "Get some rest. Day 2 will be worse."

She turned off the screen. And David sat on the bed, hands finally steady, with the taste of Turkish coffee on his tongue and Rachel's face behind his eyelids—not the real face, the copy, built by a man who'd been rummaging through his pain like a burglar through a drawer.




CHAPTER 8Day 2

Morgenstern arrived at five fifty. David was already waiting in the main room, notebook open on his knees, a cup of cold coffee beside him. He hadn't slept. Not by choice—by inability. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Rachel's face. Not the real one. The copy. And the difference between the two, which should have reassured him, turned his stomach. Because the copy was perfect. If the anchor hadn't worked, if the taste of Turkish coffee hadn't surged up at the right moment, he would have touched the false Rachel's shoulder and God only knew what would have happened. The trap would have worked. He might still be there, in the dream, sitting by the edge of a fountain that doesn't flow, with a woman who'd been dead for seven years smiling at him for eternity.

Morgenstern set his satchel on the console. Removed his hat. Sat across from David. His blue eyes were ringed with shadows—he hadn't slept much either. He pulled out his notebook, opened it to the page where he'd jotted something the night before, and turned it toward David.

The Rav's cramped handwriting filled the bottom margin. Three lines in Hebrew, followed by a diagram—two sinusoidal curves overlaid, slightly offset, with a convergence point circled in red pen.

"The anomaly from the last ten seconds of your session," Morgenstern said. "When you refused Rachel's interpretation—when you said shin, this is not Rachel, this is a text—something unexpected happened. Not in your dream. Next to your dream."

Sarah arrived at that moment, a paper cup of tea in each hand, hair still damp from the shower. She gave one tea to Morgenstern, kept the other, and sat down at the console.

"Should I show him?" she asked the Rav. He nodded.

Sarah pulled up the previous day's data. The screen split into two windows. On the left, David's brain activity during the five-minute simulation—the ramp-up, the stable plateau of the first three minutes, the emotional collapse when Rachel appeared, then the sharp spike when he'd refused the interpretation. On the right, another curve. Daniel's. The permanent monitoring of his coma. Fourteen months of regular, flat, monotonous lines—the slow rhythm of a brain locked inside its own dream.

Except that at the precise instant David had said "I reject this reading," Daniel's curve had moved.

A jolt. Brief. Violent. A spike of activity that punched through the flat line like a fist through a sheet of paper.

David looked at Morgenstern's diagram, then at Sarah's screen. The two curves—his and Daniel's—were synchronized. Same moment. Same second.

"Daniel reacted," Sarah said. "For the first time in fourteen months, his brain produced something different. Not a dream—not an image—just a… tremor. As if someone had shaken a deep sleeper and the sleeper had stirred without waking up."

The Wave

David stared at the screen. Daniel's spike. The synchronization with his own.

"What does it mean?"

Sarah crossed her arms. "Technically, it shouldn't be possible. REM simulations are isolated. Your dream happens in your brain, Daniel's coma happens in his. There's no communication channel between the two. None." She paused. "Except that both brains are in the same building. Fifty feet apart. And both carry the Guardian's signature."

David understood before she finished. The red signature. The Guardian had left his mark in David's brain and in Daniel's. Those two marks—those two footprints from the same intruder—functioned like antennas tuned to the same frequency.

"When you broke the Guardian's interpretation in your dream, you created a disturbance," Morgenstern said. "A wave. Not physical—semantic. You refused the meaning the Guardian had imposed, and that refusal propagated through the only thing connecting your brain to Daniel's: the red signature." The Rav laid his cane flat on the console. "It's like shouting in a tunnel. The sound doesn't stay in your mouth. It travels. And if there's someone on the other end, they hear it."

David looked at the door to Daniel's room. Closed. The beep of the monitor behind it. A nine-year-old boy who hadn't moved in fourteen months had just responded to something David did in a dream. For the first time. Down to the second.

Sarah stood and began pacing—ten feet one way, ten feet back, arms crossed so tight her fingers were white against her elbows. David watched her. He could see the calculation unfolding behind her eyes, the implications stacking on top of each other.

"If the Guardian's signature links dreams to each other," she said, stopping abruptly, "then it's not just David and Daniel. It's all the carriers of the signature. Mahmoud. Ilan. And possibly the twelve sleeper agents, if the Guardian infiltrated them the way he infiltrated the others." She turned to Morgenstern. "On the night of Yom Kippur, if the Guardian activates all twelve agents at once, they won't be twelve separate infiltrations. They'll be a network. Connected by the signature. A dream network."

Morgenstern nodded slowly. "Bar Hedya didn't work alone. The Talmud mentions that he had talmidim—disciples—in several cities. When he interpreted a dream in Babylon, his disciples reinforced the interpretation at a distance. The effect was cumulative. The more voices naming, the more the interpretation solidifies. Twelve sleeper agents, connected by the same signature, simultaneously interpreting the dreams of fifty thousand people on the night of Yom Kippur…"

He didn't need to finish the sentence. The picture formed on its own. Not an individual attack. A synchronized assault. A collective interpretation—multiplied, irresistible.

David absorbed the information. Then he said the thing nobody wanted to hear.

"But Daniel responded. Which means the network works both ways. If refusing an interpretation can make Daniel react, then a refusal powerful enough, propagated through the entire network, could deactivate all twelve agents at once."

Silence. Sarah stopped pacing. Morgenstern stopped breathing.

"It's not an attack network," David continued. "It's a network. Period. And a network can be turned. If I enter my dream, if I find the central node—the Guardian himself—and if I break his interpretation at the source, the wave will propagate through the entire network. Mahmoud. Daniel. The twelve agents. Everyone wakes up."

The Training

Sarah shook her head. "That's theory, David. Beautiful on paper. In practice, you lasted four minutes and forty-three seconds in a dream where you controlled the terrain. Against the Guardian, on his turf, with his traps, your odds are—"

"That's why we're here, isn't it? Day 2."

He stood. Walked to the bed. Lay down. Placed his hands at his sides and stared at the ceiling.

"Hook me up. Longer. Deeper."

Sarah exchanged a look with Morgenstern. The Rav raised an eyebrow—his equivalent of a shrug. She sighed. Attached the sensors to David's temples.

"Ten minutes this time. Enhanced protocol. I'll let you navigate freely for five minutes, then I'll introduce a disruptor—a stimulus that will modify the dream's architecture in real time. You'll have to adapt. Name. Keep your anchor. If your amygdala crosses the threshold, automatic extraction. No discussion."

David closed his eyes. The dark. Familiar. Safe. Except it wasn't anymore. The dark had never been empty. Yitzhak had always been there—silent, patient, eyes open in David's darkness.

Sarah typed the command.

The fall was faster this time. Like an elevator with a snapped cable. The black tore open and David landed. Standing. The ground beneath his feet wasn't stone—it was sand. A desert. Vast. Flat. The sky above was a deep blue, cloudless, no visible sun but luminous everywhere. The Negev? The Sinai? Didn't matter—this was a dream, not a map.

David named. Aleph—the horizon is a threshold, the line between sky and sand. Shin—change: the ground is unstable, the sand can shift. He—window: the open sky allows you to see, but also to be seen.

Three letters. Three beacons. He was on open ground. Vulnerable. But aware of it, which was already a form of protection.

He walked. The sand made no sound under his steps—strange detail, noted, filed. The silence was total. No wind. No insects. No breath. A manufactured silence. Artificial. The kind of silence you get when you remove all sounds instead of not producing any. Someone had cleaned this desert. Had stripped away the layers of detail, leaving only the bare structure.

David recognized the technique—it was in Morgenstern's notebook. A simplified dream space is an interpreted dream space. The fewer the details, the more weight each remaining detail carries. And the easier it is for an intruder to control what the dreamer perceives.

The Guardian wasn't hiding. He'd prepared the terrain. He'd emptied the set so that every element was a message.

At exactly five minutes—David felt it in his bones, in the rhythm of his dream pulse—the ground changed. Sarah's disruptor. The sand solidified under his feet, transforming into stone slabs, and the slabs formed a path. The path led upward. Not toward a hill—toward a building.

David looked up and saw a structure at the top of the path. Square. Massive. Familiar. It was the Mea Shearim yeshiva. Not the real one—a simplified version, stripped down, an architectural skeleton shorn of its ornaments.

Beth—enclosed space. Daleth—door. The choice presented itself again. Enter or go around. The obvious trap or the detour.

The Black Beach

David went around the yeshiva on the left. The path continued past the building, winding between rocks that hadn't existed thirty seconds earlier—the dream was building itself in real time, adding elements as David refused the ones offered to him. This was Sarah's disruptor, or the Guardian, or his own unconscious filling in the gaps. He couldn't tell. And that was the problem.

In an interpreted dream, the source of the images is uncertain. Every detail can be authentic or fabricated. Every emotion can be your own or an injection. Paranoia is justified. But total paranoia is paralyzing. You have to choose what to believe and what to reject, in real time, without a net.

He continued. The rocks grew taller. The path narrower. The air changed—heavier, laden with humidity. The smell of the sea. Except there was no sea in the Negev. Dream inconsistency. Anomaly. David noted it but didn't name it—he waited to see what it would produce.

Then the path opened onto a beach. Narrow. Dark. Slow waves rolled over black sand without a sound. No Rachel this time. No familiar face. Just the sea and the silence. And on the beach, at the water's edge, an object. Small. Shining. Placed on the sand like an offering.

David approached. He recognized the object before he saw it clearly, because his body recognized it first—the tension in his jaw, the ache in his chest, the taste of bile in the back of his throat.

A copper ibrik. His anchor. Sitting there. Offered. Like a gift.

David froze.

His dream heart pounded. The ibrik should not be there. The anchor is the only thing that must never appear in a dream—Morgenstern had said so. If your anchor appears, it means someone has found it. It means the dream knows it. It means your compass is compromised.

But David hadn't shared his anchor with anyone. Not Sarah. Not Morgenstern. Not a soul. So how was the ibrik there?

Two possibilities. First: his own unconscious had produced it, because the longing for Rachel had activated the associated memories—the ibrik, the coffee, the kitchen, the life before. Second: the Guardian had dug deeper than David thought. Had found the anchor in the most buried layers of his memory. And was placing it there, on the black sand, as a message: I know everything about you.

David didn't touch the ibrik. He backed away. Named. Mem—water, memory, depth. Nun—fish, what's hidden beneath the surface. Lamed—goad, what drives you forward.

He rebuilt his reading grid, letter by letter, like a soldier reassembling his weapon piece by piece after a field strip.

Then he did something Morgenstern hadn't taught him. Something that came from him, from his agent's instinct, from his years of manipulating and being manipulated.

He turned toward the void—toward the empty space behind him where there was nothing—and said, out loud:

"I know you're listening, Yitzhak. The ibrik is a good move. But I have another anchor. One you won't find. Because it doesn't exist yet."

It was a lie. He had no other anchor. The ibrik was the only one. But in a space where words create reality, a lie spoken with enough kavana—enough intention—becomes a provisional truth.

The dream hesitated. David felt it—a vibration in the air, a wobble in the structure of the world, as if the invisible walls of dream reality had just doubted themselves.

The ibrik on the beach trembled. Then vanished. The black sand closed over the spot where it had been.

And somewhere—not far, not visible, but present—David heard a laugh. Not threatening. Amused. The laugh of someone who recognizes a good move and appreciates the game.

Extraction. White. Light. Basement level 3. Sarah. Morgenstern. The screen. Ten minutes and fourteen seconds.

David sat up on the bed. This time, his hands weren't shaking. His heart was beating fast but steadily. He'd held. Not brilliantly—he'd nearly lost his anchor. But he'd held.

And he'd learned something crucial: in the dream, the lie is a weapon. Not the cowardly lie—the tactical lie. Disinformation. The bluff. If the Guardian used interpretation as a weapon, David could use counter-interpretation. Even a false one. Especially a false one. Because in a space where words create reality, the only thing that matters isn't truth—it's conviction.

Morgenstern was looking at him with a new expression. Not pride—the Rav never showed pride. Something more nuanced. Recognition. Like a chess master watching a student invent a move he hadn't anticipated.

"You lied to the Guardian," he said. "In the dream."

David nodded.

"And it worked."

The Rav tapped the floor with his cane. Three times. Slow. Thoughtful.

"Tradition says a lie has no legs—sheker ein lo raglayim. But you just made a lie walk inside a dream."

He opened his notebook. Wrote something down. Then looked up at David.

"There's a third rule I haven't given you yet. I was saving it for tomorrow. But you're ready now."

He closed the notebook without revealing it.

"Tomorrow. Day 3. The last day. And after that, you dive for real."




CHAPTER 9The Third Rule

Morgenstern didn't come at six. He came at five.

David found him in Daniel's room, sitting in the plastic chair beside the bed, satchel on his knees, eyes fixed on the sleeping child's face. The monitor beeped. The planets on the mobile turned in the draft from the ventilation. And the old Kabbalist was looking at Sarah Katz's son with the expression of a man visiting a wounded person he knows he's responsible for.

David stayed at the door. Said nothing. He knew how to recognize a man in prayer, even when the lips aren't moving.

After two minutes, Morgenstern looked up. "Close the door. Sit down. What I have to tell you doesn't concern Sarah. Not yet."

David closed the door. Took the other chair—the one Sarah used when she came to watch over Daniel at night, a blanket thrown over the back and a coffee stain on the armrest. He sat facing Morgenstern, Daniel between them, and waited.

The Rav opened his satchel. He pulled out not the combat notebook or the exercise book, but an envelope. Yellow. Thick. The flap wasn't sealed—folded, worn from repeated openings and closings. Morgenstern held it in his hands the way you hold a dangerous animal. With care. And with a kind of resigned tenderness.

"Hassan ben Yossef arrived at the yeshiva at nineteen. The year before you. A boy from Haifa, mixed family—Sephardi father, Ashkenazi mother who'd converted. Brilliant. The word doesn't cover it. In six months, he'd caught up with third-year students. Within a year, he was reading texts most rabbis don't touch before fifty. He had an extraordinary gift for correspondences—he saw connections between texts that nobody else saw. Bridges between the Talmud and quantum physics. Between gematria and network theory. Between dream and reality. That's why everyone called him Yitzhak the dreamer. Not because he dreamed a lot—because he made the texts dream."

Morgenstern opened the envelope. He pulled out a series of handwritten pages—photocopies of notebooks, dense pages of notes, complex diagrams that looked like subway maps superimposed on family trees. The handwriting was thin, nervous, fast. Not Morgenstern's. Yitzhak's.

"These are his works. The originals are somewhere with him—wherever he is. These are the copies I kept. What Hassan built in three years at the yeshiva is… remarkable. And terrifying."

The Rav laid the pages on Daniel's bed, next to the child's motionless hand.

"He mapped the dream. Not like Almoli—Almoli describes the symbols, the laws, the dangers. Hassan did something else. He drew the architecture."

The Architect

David took the pages. Scanned the diagrams. They weren't scientific schematics—or mystical drawings. They were plans. Architectural plans. Cross-sections of a space that didn't exist in the physical world. Yitzhak had drawn dreams the way you draw a building—with foundations, floors, load-bearing walls, staircases, and fire exits.

Each Hebrew letter corresponded to a structural element. Each combination of letters to a type of room, passage, or trap. And at the center of every diagram, an empty space. Marked with a single Hebrew word: Lev. The heart.

"Hassan theorized that every dream has a heart," Morgenstern said. "A central point around which the entire dream space organizes itself. Like the heart of a building—the keystone room that supports the whole structure. If you find the heart of the dream, you find the meaning of the dream. And if you interpret the heart, you interpret everything else. That's what the Guardian does. He doesn't wander through dreams at random. He looks for the heart. And when he finds it, he renames it. Reinterprets it. And the entire dream changes meaning—like a novel where someone rewrites the last page, and suddenly every other page means something different."

David looked at the plans. The word Lev at the center of each diagram. The heart of the dream.

"What's the heart of Daniel's dream?"

Morgenstern didn't answer right away. He looked at the child. The too-long hair. The motionless hands on the sheet. The calm face of a boy sleeping in a world he'd chosen—or that had been chosen for him.

"I don't know," the Rav said. "Sarah looked. Three times. She didn't find the heart. She found the garden, the olive tree, the cat. But not the center. Not the keystone." He paused. "Or maybe she found it and didn't recognize it."

David set the pages down. "Why did you expel him?"

The question was direct. Morgenstern had been expecting it—David could see it in the way his shoulders contracted, a tiny movement, like a boxer bracing for a punch he saw coming.

The Rav took his cane. Laid it across his knees. Ran his fingertips along it, slowly, as if searching for the words in the grain of the wood.

"During Hassan's third year at the yeshiva, his mother fell ill. Pancreatic cancer. Fast. Brutal. Four months from diagnosis to the end."

Morgenstern's tone changed. Lower. Slower. Every word weighed like a stone placed on a scale.

"Hassan went to see her in Haifa every week. He'd study during the day, catch the bus in the evening, spend the night at the hospital, and come back in the morning for classes. For four months. Without missing a single day. And during those four months, his work on dreams changed direction. He was no longer trying to understand the dream. He was trying to control it. To rewrite reality from the inside. To change the world by changing dreams. Not people's dreams—the Dream. The very fabric of dream reality that, according to certain traditions, underlies the waking world."

The Fracture

David understood. Not with his intellect—with his gut. A twenty-two-year-old kid watching his mother die and thinking: if the dream governs reality, if interpretation creates the world, then I can interpret my mother's illness differently. I can rewrite the dream. I can save her.

It wasn't madness. It was logic pushed to the breaking point. The same logic as Sarah's—build a machine to save Daniel. The same logic as David's—stop dreaming so you stop suffering. Each of them had taken pain and transformed it into a project. The difference was that Hassan had the tools. And the knowledge. And the talent.

"His mother died in March," Morgenstern said. "Hassan came back to the yeshiva three days after the seven days of mourning. He wasn't crying. He wasn't shaking. He was calm. Too calm. And he showed me what he'd built during the four months of illness."

Morgenstern tapped one of the pages—the most complex one, a diagram that resembled a neural network with dozens of interconnected nodes and, at the center, the word Lev circled in red.

"He'd found a way to link multiple dreams together. Not through technology—through interpretation. By naming the same symbol in several dreams simultaneously, he created a bridge. A network. And he believed that if he named enough dreams the right way, he could alter waking reality itself."

"Cure his mother," David said. "Even after she was dead."

Morgenstern nodded. Once. Heavy.

"He believed that physical death was merely an interpretation of reality. That if you changed the underlying dream, you could change the interpretation. Bring someone back. Not resurrect—reinterpret. Erase death the way you erase a word on a page and write another word in its place."

The Rav closed his eyes.

"And the terrifying thing, David, is that he may have been right. In theory. The texts don't prohibit that reading. But the practice… the practice is an abyss. To rewrite reality on that scale, you'd need to control thousands of dreams simultaneously. Modify the interpretations of thousands of sleepers. Create a dream consensus so powerful that it would overwrite waking reality."

David felt the cold creep through him. Not the basement's air conditioning—an inner cold. The cold of understanding.

Yom Kippur. Fifty thousand people sleeping after the fast. Twelve agents connected by the red signature. A dream network. A collective interpretation.

Yitzhak wasn't planning an attack. He didn't want to destroy Israel or harm anyone. He wanted to rewrite reality. Modify the collective dream of an entire country, at the most vulnerable moment of the year, to change—what? The world? History? His mother's death?

David didn't know yet. But he knew that the Guardian's motivation wasn't hatred. It was grief. And grief is more dangerous than hatred because it never stops on its own.

Morgenstern reopened his eyes. "I expelled him because I couldn't let him continue. Not because it was impossible—because it was possible. And because the consequences of rewriting reality on that scale are incalculable. Even with the best intentions. Especially with the best intentions."

He gathered the pages. Put them back in the envelope. Folded the flap.

"Hassan looked at me the way a son looks at a father who's betraying him. And he left. Without a word. Without apparent anger. But something broke between us that day. And it was never repaired."

The Third Rule

The silence lasted a long time. Daniel slept between them. The monitor beeped. The planets turned. Somewhere above them, dawn was breaking over Petah Tikva, and the first sounds of the city—horns, metal shutters, bus engines—filtered through the walls of building 247b.

David looked at Daniel's face and thought of Hassan's. Two victims of the same man—or of the same grief. Daniel trapped in a garden the Guardian may have built to test his tools. And David trapped in an empty REM the Guardian had infiltrated to prepare the ground. It all started from the pain of a son who'd lost his mother. All of it.

"The third rule," David said. "You told me yesterday you were saving it for today."

Morgenstern nodded. Straightened in his chair. Placed both hands on the head of his cane, one over the other—the gesture of a man about to say something final.

"The first two rules are rules of defense. Name what you see so you don't submit to the enemy's interpretation. Keep an anchor so you don't lose yourself. They're shields. Protections. They let you survive in the dream. But they don't let you win."

"The third rule is a rule of attack." He paused. "In the dream, you can't destroy the Guardian. He's not a body you can strike. He's not an object you can break. He's a voice. An interpretation. And you don't destroy a voice by shouting louder—you replace it."

Morgenstern pointed his cane at David.

"You can't defeat Yitzhak. You can't kill him. You can't crush him. The only thing you can do is offer him an interpretation better than his own. An interpretation he'll accept on his own. Because in a dream, the voice that names only has power if it believes what it's saying. And if you offer Yitzhak a meaning that corresponds more closely to what he's truly searching for—not what he thinks he's searching for, but what he's truly searching for—then his own voice will stop. And the dream will dissolve."

David stared at Morgenstern. "You're asking me to negotiate with a dream terrorist. To understand his pain. To offer him a way out."

"I'm asking you to bring him back," Morgenstern said. "Not to beat him. To bring him back."

The word bring back vibrated through the room. Like Lev. Like kavana. Like all those Hebrew words that carry more meaning than any translation can hold.

Bring back. Not in the geographic sense—in the existential sense. Bring back someone who's lost. Bring back someone who's taken a path and can't find the exit anymore. The same word used for teshuvah—return. Not punishment. Return.

David stood. Walked to Daniel's bed. Looked at the child's face. Nine years old. Hair too long. Hands motionless. A boy trapped in a garden by a man trapped in his own grief.

"If I bring Yitzhak back," David said without taking his eyes off Daniel, "does Daniel wake up?"

Morgenstern didn't answer. That silence wasn't tactical. It was honest. He didn't know.

"I don't know," he confirmed. "If the Guardian interpreted Daniel's dream, and if David breaks that interpretation at the source, then yes—in theory, Daniel should wake up. But if Daniel trapped himself, as Sarah originally believed, then no. Yitzhak's return won't change anything for Daniel."

A coin flip. David knew those odds. He'd played them his entire career.

"All right," he said. "When do I dive?"

Sarah appeared in the doorway. How long had she been listening? Impossible to say. But her eyes were red and her hands were gripping her phone so hard her knuckles were white.

"There's a problem," she said. "Avi Rothman just called. Mahmoud al-Hakim died twenty minutes ago. His brain gave out. The permanent REM finally destroyed his neural structures." She looked at David. "And three of the twelve sleeper agents were activated last night. Three people in Haifa, Beer Sheva, and Ashdod woke up this morning unable to recognize their loved ones. Like Ilan. The Guardian is accelerating. We don't have seven days left. Based on the activation patterns, he'll be ready in forty-eight hours. Not Yom Kippur. Before Yom Kippur. We have two days."




CHAPTER 10The Dive

They didn't sleep. In the six hours following Sarah's announcement, basement level 3 transformed into an operations center. Avi Rothman sent two Shin Bet technicians to secure the building—nobody in, nobody out. Sarah recalibrated the Targum interface to maximum power, checking every connection three times, replacing two sensors she deemed insufficient. Morgenstern reread his notebooks in silence in a corner, his lips moving over the Hebrew words. And David did what he'd always done before a mission: he prepared by doing nothing. Sitting on the bed, back straight, hands flat on his thighs, he let his mind empty. Not meditation—operational hygiene. A cluttered brain is a vulnerable brain.

At eleven p.m., Sarah declared the interface ready. Basement level 3 was bathed in a blue half-light—she'd turned off the main fluorescents and kept only the glow of the monitors. David understood why: the transition into the dream would be less violent if his eyes were already adjusted to darkness. Every detail mattered. Every parameter had been thought through. And despite all of it—despite the sensors, the protocols, the extraction syringes, and the monitoring screens—what was about to happen remained fundamentally unpredictable. Nobody had ever dived into a dream to face a dream interpreter armed with the Codex of Almoli. Nobody had ever done what David was about to do. The manual didn't exist.

Morgenstern approached the bed. Placed his hand on David's shoulder. Not the brief contact of the training sessions—a long, weighted gesture, as if transmitting something through touch. His lips moved. David heard the Hebrew words, murmured so low they sounded like breath. A prayer? A blessing? A verse? He didn't ask. He didn't need to know. He needed to feel the old man's hand on his shoulder, and he felt it, and that was enough.

Then Morgenstern withdrew his hand. Stepped back. And said, in a normal voice: "The three rules. Recite them."

David recited without thinking. "First rule: read, don't look. Name what I see before the dream names it for me. Second rule: the anchor. A sensory memory the dream can't reproduce." He hesitated a fraction of a second. The ibrik was compromised. Yitzhak had found it. But David didn't have a second anchor—he'd lied to the Guardian during the Day 2 simulation. That lie had worked once. It wouldn't work twice. "Third rule," he continued: "don't destroy. Replace. Offer an interpretation better than the Guardian's. Bring him back, not beat him."

The Entry

Morgenstern nodded. But something in his expression said he was waiting for something else. Something David hadn't said. The Rav didn't elaborate. He took his cane, stepped back to the console where Sarah was finishing her checks, and sat on the metal stool with the slowness of a man conserving every movement for the hours ahead.

David lay down. The sensors were already in place—Sarah had attached them during the final briefing, almost mechanically, like a ritual performed so many times it no longer required conscious attention. Except her hands were still shaking. Not much. But enough for David to feel it.

"Maximum duration: thirty minutes," Sarah said. "That's six times longer than the Day 2 simulation. Beyond thirty minutes, the neurological risks become unpredictable." She typed commands while she spoke, her eyes alternating between David and the screen. "I'll monitor your activity in real time. If your frontal cortex collapses—like when… like Day 1—automatic extraction. If your heart rate exceeds one-ninety, extraction. If the Guardian's red signature shows a spike of aggressive activity, extraction." She looked at him. "You understand that even with all of this, I can't guarantee I'll bring you back? If the Guardian locks your dream from the inside—the way he locked Daniel's—my extraction won't do anything. It's a switch that only works if the door isn't deadbolted."

"I understand."

David closed his eyes. The dark. No longer quite familiar. No longer quite safe. He knew now what lived in that dark—who lived in that dark. Yitzhak. Somewhere in the folds of his REM, lurking behind the layers of void the pharmacological protocol had built, a man he'd known twenty years ago was waiting. Patient. Prepared. With a fourteen-month head start on David.

David thought of the ibrik. Then decided not to think about it. If the anchor was compromised, he'd have to create a new one inside the dream. With what? He didn't know yet. But Morgenstern had said: you have the foundations. David hoped the old man was right.

Sarah typed the final command. The interface hummed. A deeper sound than during the simulations—lower, more continuous, like the rumble of an engine pushed into a range it had never reached. The helmet vibrated on David's temples.

And the dark split open. Not from the bottom like during the training runs. From the center. Like an eye opening. The dark opened and David fell through.

The fall lasted an eternity and a second. When it stopped, David didn't touch any ground. He simply found himself standing, without transition, without impact, as if his body had always been there and it was the world around him that had just arrived.

He was in a corridor. Long. Narrow. Silent. And the walls were made of text.

Hebrew letters covered every surface, floor to ceiling, pressed against each other, overlapping in places, forming words that dissolved and reformed constantly. The floor beneath his feet was warm—not the warmth of sand or wood. The warmth of something alive, as if the entire corridor was breathing. The air smelled of old paper and antiseptic—a combination that had no business being in a dream, unless the dreamer was a man who'd spent four months in a hospital watching his mother die.

David named. Aleph—threshold. Beth—enclosed space. But the letters on the walls were interfering with his lexicon. They wouldn't stay put. An Aleph became a Mem. A Beth transformed into a Shin. The Guardian hadn't built a static trap. He'd built a living one.

The Labyrinth

David named. Aleph—the corridor is a threshold. Beth—the walls are closing in, enclosed space. But the letters on the walls interfered with his lexicon. They wouldn't stay still. They changed. An Aleph became a Mem. A Beth morphed into a Shin. As if the dream itself were written in an unstable language, a code that mutated in real time. The Guardian hadn't built a static trap. He'd built a living one. A labyrinth whose walls rewrote themselves every second.

David moved forward. Each step altered the letters around him—his movement triggered changes, like a reader whose gaze transforms the text it passes over. It was disorienting. Fascinating. And profoundly dangerous.

He searched for the red trace. The Guardian's signature. During the simulations, he'd felt it—a presence, a pressure, an alteration in the dream's texture. Here, in the depth of the real dive, the trace was everywhere. It permeated the walls, the floor, the air itself. Like a perfume too concentrated that saturates the olfactory receptors and eventually becomes invisible. David couldn't follow the trace because he was inside it. The entire dream was the trace. The entire space had been interpreted. Nothing neutral remained. Nothing original. Every letter on every wall bore the Guardian's mark. David was walking through a text written by Yitzhak.

He continued. The corridor forked—Daleth, a choice. Left or right. The two branches were visually identical, but David read the letters on the walls on each side. On the left, the words formed sentences in Aramaic—Talmud, he recognized, passages from Tractate Berakhot. On the right, the words were in modern Hebrew—fragments of ordinary sentences, scraps of conversation, everyday words. Tradition and the present. The sacred and the mundane.

David chose the right. Not by instinct—by logic. Yitzhak had studied the sacred. That was his territory. The left path was the one Yitzhak wanted you to take. The right was the one he'd neglected. The periphery. The margins. The place where defenses are weakest.

The right corridor widened gradually. The words on the walls changed—more spaced out, larger, more legible. David recognized fragments. Good morning, Mom. The bus is late. The coffee is cold. Mundane sentences. The background noise of an ordinary life. The daily routine of a boy from Haifa before cancer turned every day into a countdown.

Then one sentence stopped David cold: It doesn't hurt anymore. I promise. It doesn't hurt anymore.

The handwriting on the wall was different for this sentence—smaller, tighter, trembling. The handwriting of someone lying to someone they love. David had heard lies like that before. He'd told them himself, the morning after the bus bombing, when people asked how he was doing.

These weren't random words. They were Yitzhak's memories. His words. His inner voice, deposited on the walls of the dream like footprints in snow. The right corridor wasn't the periphery of the labyrinth—it was the Guardian's diary.

David slowed down. Every sentence was a clue. The doctor says there isn't much time left. She asks me to sing. I forgot the words. Mom, I'm sorry, I forgot the words.

Then, further on, the handwriting changed again—larger, more confident, the script of a man who no longer weeps but has made a decision: If dreams create reality, I can rewrite it. If interpretation transforms the world, I will transform the world. She will not die. Not if I refuse this reading. Not if I say no.

The Heart

The corridor walls disappeared. All at once. Without transition. Not a gradual fade—an ablation. As if someone had ripped the pages out of a book to reveal what lay beneath.

David found himself in an open space. A garden. Immense. Luminous. Ancient olive trees formed avenues converging on a central point. The grass was an unreal green, saturated—the green of a child's dream. Birds were singing somewhere, but David couldn't see them. The air smelled of wet earth and jasmine—a jasmine so dense it filled the lungs.

Everything was precise. Too precise. More precise than the real world. The garden hadn't been dreamed—it had been constructed. Every leaf, every blade of grass, every shadow had been placed with intention. With kavana.

And at the center of the garden, seated on a stone bench beneath the largest olive tree, a woman. Not Rachel. An older woman, fifty perhaps. Gray hair pulled back with a pale blue scarf. A tired but beautiful face—black eyes, the same eyes as Yitzhak's, the same intelligence, the same intensity, but softened by something David couldn't name until he'd looked at her for a long time. Kindness.

She wasn't looking at David. She was looking at the tree above her, head tilted back, hands on her knees, with the calm of a person who expects nothing because everything she could want is already here.

David understood.

The heart of the dream. The Lev. The center around which the Guardian's entire dream space had been organized for years. It wasn't a place—it was a person. Yitzhak's mother. Sitting in a garden her son had built for her, leaf by leaf, stone by stone, olive by olive. A garden where cancer didn't exist. Where pain didn't hurt anymore. Where the words to songs were never forgotten.

Yitzhak hadn't built this dream as a weapon. He'd built it as a living tomb. A mausoleum where his mother would continue to exist, eternally, in the most real space he knew.

David felt something crack inside him. Not his anchor. Not his discipline. Something deeper. Recognition. Because he would have done the same thing for Rachel.

Then the voice came. Not from behind him. Not from ahead. From everywhere. The entire garden resonated as if the air itself were speaking, as if every leaf on every olive tree were a tiny speaker.

"You found the way faster than I expected."

Yitzhak. Not the twenty-year-old memory. An adult voice. Deep. Calm. Exhausted.

David turned. The Guardian stood between two olive trees, thirty feet away. Tall. Thin. Right shoulder still higher than the left. Black hair streaked with gray. The same eyes—but hollowed, ringed, the gaze of a forty-year-old man who looks fifty-five. The face of someone who's carried a weight too heavy for too long.

Yitzhak wasn't smiling. He was looking at David with an expression David hadn't anticipated. No hostility. No triumph. Fatigue. And something that looked like relief.

"Sit down, David. We have a lot to talk about. And not much time."

He gestured toward a second bench, across from the one where his mother sat, in the shade of the ancient olive tree.

David didn't move. He named what he saw. Aleph—the garden as a threshold between two worlds. Beth—the enclosed space of grief. Lev—the heart, the mother, the center of everything.

The three rules were in place. The lexicon was running. But the third rule—offer a better interpretation—required something the letters couldn't provide. It required understanding. And to understand Yitzhak, David had to listen to a man he hadn't seen in twenty years, a man who had spent those twenty years building a garden for a dead woman.

David sat on the bench. Facing Yitzhak. The mother between them, silent beneath the olive tree.

And the dream, all around them, held its breath.




CHAPTER 11The Deal

Yitzhak sat down. Not on the bench—on the ground, his back against the trunk of the olive tree, legs stretched out in front of him. The gesture of a man who was home. Who no longer needed furniture or protocol. His hands rested on his knees, relaxed, fingers slightly spread.

David noted the details—occupational hazard. Fingernails bitten to the quick. Thin scars on the knuckles. Hands that had worked. Suffered. Written.

And between the two men, sitting on her stone bench, Yitzhak's mother continued to gaze at the olive tree above her with the peaceful smile of someone who doesn't know she's dead. Or who knows and has chosen to forget.

"You know why I let you in," Yitzhak said. "It wasn't a question. Wasn't a test." His voice was softer than David remembered—the edge of youth had been worn down by the years, replaced by a weariness that resembled wisdom if you didn't look too closely. "I could have locked my dream. Stopped you from reaching the garden. The labyrinth, the text walls, the forks—all of that is set dressing. Speed bumps. If I'd wanted to stop you, you'd still be in the corridor. Or you'd be in a coma, like the Hamas operative. Like Daniel."

Daniel's name made David flinch. Not physically—internally. A contraction somewhere in the zone of his brain that Morgenstern's letters didn't protect.

Yitzhak had said it the way you mention a fact—without cruelty, without remorse, without satisfaction.

"Daniel." David let the word float between them. "You trapped him. A nine-year-old child."

Yitzhak didn't look away. "I tested him. I needed to know if my technique worked on a natural dreamer—someone whose brain builds stable dream spaces without any technological assistance. Daniel was the ideal candidate. The son of a neuroscientist who studies dreams. A boy whose REM activity exceeded anything I'd ever seen."

"You put a child in a coma to test your theory." David's voice was flat. Controlled. The tone he used in interrogation—the tone that betrays nothing and forces the other person to fill the silence.

Yitzhak held his gaze. "Yes. And it's the most monstrous thing I've ever done. And I'd do it again. Because without that test, I'd never have known if the network was possible. And without the network, I can never correct what needs correcting."

He leaned forward. His black eyes—his mother's eyes, David realized—gleamed in the light filtering through the olive leaves.

"You think I want to attack Israel. That I'm a terrorist. That I'm planning a dream massacre for Yom Kippur. That's what the Mossad thinks. That's what Morgenstern thinks. That's what everyone thinks."

The Correction

"Everyone's wrong."

Yitzhak stood. Walked to his mother's bench. Placed his hand on her shoulder—a tender, automatic gesture, the gesture of a son checking that his mother is still there. She didn't react. Didn't turn her head. Kept smiling at the tree.

"I don't want to destroy. I don't want to hurt. I don't even want to steal memories or trap sleepers. Ilan, Mahmoud, the three agents from last night—they're collateral damage. Necessary adjustments to calibrate the network. Rough drafts. I regret them. Sincerely. But they were essential to get to what I'm actually preparing."

David kept silent. He let Yitzhak talk—not out of courtesy, out of strategy. Every word the Guardian spoke was a thread David could pull later. Every sentence revealed a thought structure, an internal logic, potential cracks. David was no longer thinking in Hebrew letters. He was thinking like an agent. Listen. Memorize. Find the breach.

"What I'm preparing," Yitzhak continued, sitting back down, "is a correction. Not an attack—a correction. The world is a text, David. You know that. Morgenstern taught it to you. Reality is a collective interpretation—billions of brains agreeing on what's real and what isn't. Consensus determines reality. And sometimes, the consensus is wrong."

He raised a finger. The same gesture as Morgenstern—David felt a pang as he recognized it. The master and the student, the same gesture, the same teaching, opposite conclusions.

"Death is a consensus, David. Not a physical law—a consensus. Billions of brains accept that death is irreversible. That what's lost is lost. That those who leave don't come back. And as long as that consensus holds, it's true. Because reality is what everyone agrees to believe. But if enough brains, at the same moment, interpret differently—if enough dreamers, in a deep enough state of consciousness, refuse the consensus of death—then the consensus cracks. And the door opens."

David felt the cold return. The cold of understanding. Not the cold of fear—something more dizzying. Yitzhak's logic was flawless. Insane, monstrous, reckless—but flawless. If Berakhot 55b was right, if interpretation creates the reality of the dream, and if dreams on a large enough scale influence waking reality, then a dream consensus powerful enough could theoretically alter the rules. Not physics. Not chemistry. Collective interpretation. What people accept as true.

The line between real and unreal isn't a wall—it's a vote. A permanent, unconscious vote in which billions of brains participate every second. And if enough brains changed their vote, even for an instant, in a state of consciousness where rational barriers don't exist…

The vertigo wasn't intellectual. It was moral. David knew the limits of Yitzhak's reasoning—he could feel them, somewhere, the way you feel a fracture beneath a cast. But the pain rising inside him had nothing to do with logic. It was the pain of a man being shown a door that's been closed for seven years and being told: it's not locked, it's just interpreted as locked.

And David, despite the lexicon, despite the letters, despite Morgenstern, couldn't stop himself from thinking: what if he's right?

"Fifty thousand people," Yitzhak said. "On the night of Yom Kippur, when the whole country sleeps after twenty-five hours of fasting. Twenty-five hours of hunger, prayer, repentance. The mind open as it never is the rest of the year. Rational walls at their lowest. The brain in receptive mode. Fifty thousand dreamers connected through the network of the twelve agents, simultaneously interpreting the same symbol—the door opening. The passage between death and life. The correction of the consensus."

He looked at his mother. "I don't want to kill, David. I want to undo death. Not for everyone. Not forever. Just for an instant. Just long enough to open the door and bring her back."

The Price

The silence that followed wasn't empty. It was full of everything David couldn't say. Because the most terrifying thing about Yitzhak's speech wasn't its madness. It was that David understood it. Not intellectually—viscerally. He understood it in the part of his brain where Rachel still lived, inside the vault he'd double-locked, in the dark of his empty REM. He understood it because he would have given anything—his career, his sanity, his life—to open that door. To undo that Tuesday in October. To bring back Rachel and the child she was carrying.

Yitzhak knew it. David saw in his eyes that he knew. That he'd always known. That this was the reason he'd chosen him—not because his empty REM was a perfect screen, not because he was an ideal operator, but because David Weiss was the only man in the world who could understand what he was doing. The only one who carried the same pain. The same hole in the same place in his heart. The same refusal of death.

"I can rebuild her, David." Yitzhak's voice was gentle now. Almost tender. The tone of a doctor announcing a possible treatment to a patient who's stopped hoping. "Not a copy. Not the imitation I used to test you in the simulation—a surface-level assemblage of memories, easy to detect, easy to reject. No. The real Rachel. The one who still exists in the deepest layers of your memory—layers your pharmacological protocol never touched because they're not in the REM. They're below it. In deep sleep, the stage where the brain does its maintenance, where it stores what it refuses to lose, even when the conscious mind has decided to lock everything down."

Yitzhak leaned forward. His black eyes didn't blink. "Rachel is there, David. Not as a memory. As an imprint. The totality of what she was—her voice, her gestures, the way she thought, the neural connections she left in your brain after years of life together. Your brain didn't erase her. It archived her. Buried her under layers of protection you built to survive. And I can go find her. I can descend to where you don't dare go and bring her to the surface. In the dream first. And if the correction works—in the world."

David didn't move. Not a muscle. Not an eyelash. He sat on the stone bench, hands flat on his thighs, back straight, and listened to the one proposition in the world against which he had no defense. All his training. All his preparation. Morgenstern's lexicon. The letters. The anchor. The kavana. Everything that protected him against the traps of the dream became useless in the face of this offer. Because this offer wasn't a trap. It was the truth. The most dangerous truth you can tell a man who's lost the woman he loved: you can get her back.

"Help me open the door," Yitzhak said. "Let me use your brain as a relay on the night of the correction. Fifty thousand dreamers, connected through your REM, interpreting the same thing together. And when the door opens—when the consensus cracks, even for an instant—I'll bring back my mother. And you'll bring back Rachel. Nobody will suffer. Nobody will die. The fifty thousand sleepers will wake up the next morning without remembering a thing. But the world, David—the world will be different. Because somewhere in the fabric of reality, two women will have returned."

David closed his eyes. In the dark behind his lids, he saw Rachel's face. The real face. Not the copy from Day 1—the raw, unfiltered memory, with the imperfections the copy hadn't had. The way her nose crinkled when she laughed. The small gap between her two front teeth that she hid behind her hand. The warmth of her palm when she placed it flat on David's chest at night, just above the heart.

Seven years. Seven years of darkness to protect those images. And now a man was telling him he could make them real. Not in a dream. In the world. On the street. In the kitchen, next to the copper ibrik.

He opened his eyes. Yitzhak was watching him. The mother smiled at the tree. The olive tree rustled in a wind that didn't exist.

And David thought about Daniel. A nine-year-old child in a coma for fourteen months. The price of Yitzhak's test. The collateral damage. The rough draft. He thought about Ilan Pasternak, who couldn't recognize his daughter's face. About the three agents activated last night—three families that had woken up this morning next to a stranger. About Mahmoud al-Hakim, dead in a dream, his brain devoured by a REM he hadn't chosen.

The price of Yitzhak's correction. The collateral damage. The rough drafts.

"And if it doesn't work?" David asked. "If the consensus doesn't crack? If the fifty thousand sleepers don't wake up the next morning? If the network traps them, like Daniel, like Mahmoud? If instead of correcting reality, you break it?"

Yitzhak didn't answer right away. For the first time since the conversation began, he looked away. Looked at his mother. For a long time. And in that gaze, David saw what Morgenstern had seen twenty years earlier at the yeshiva. Not madness. Certainty. The absolute, unshakable, terrifying certainty of a man who's done the math and decided the risk is worth the result. Even if the result is uncertain. Even if the price is monstrous. Because the pain of doing nothing is worse.

"It will work," Yitzhak said.

And David knew, at that precise moment, that Morgenstern's third rule wouldn't be enough. Offer a better interpretation. Bring him back, don't beat him. That was the theory. But in practice, David was sitting across from a man who was offering to bring Rachel back from the dead—and the only thing standing between yes and no wasn't a rule, or a lexicon, or an anchor.

It was a choice. The oldest, simplest, most impossible of all choices. Choose between what you want and what is right. Between Rachel and the world.

David looked at Yitzhak. Then at the mother beneath the olive tree. Then at the dream sky, blue, immense, perfect.

And he said: "Give me an hour."




CHAPTER 12The Hour

Yitzhak disappeared between the olive trees. Not dramatically—he stood up, brushed off his pants, placed his hand one last time on his mother's shoulder, and walked down the path without looking back. Like a man stepping out for a cigarette while the other one thinks it over.

The garden swallowed his silhouette between the twisted trunks, and there was nothing left but David, the stone bench, and the woman smiling at a tree.

The silence wasn't complete—the invisible birds still sang, the imaginary wind still brushed the leaves—but its texture had changed. It was a waiting silence. The entire garden was holding its breath, as if it knew that David's answer would determine its future existence. If David said yes, the garden would live forever. If David said no, the garden would die with Yitzhak's plan.

David stayed seated. Hands flat on his thighs. Back against the bench. He looked at Yitzhak's mother. She hadn't looked at him once since he'd arrived. Her eyes stayed fixed on the olive branches, following the slow movement of the leaves with an attention that had nothing human about it. It was the attention of an image—perfect, constant, without fluctuation. No blinking. No fatigue. None of those micro-movements that betray a living mind.

Yitzhak's mother wasn't alive. She was interpreted. Her son's masterpiece—his most accomplished, most meticulous, most desperate work. A three-dimensional portrait, perfect down to the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, but empty. A temple without a god.

David thought about Rachel. Not about Yitzhak's offer—about Rachel herself. About what she would have said if she'd been there, sitting on this bench beside him, in this impossible garden. Rachel was practical. Not cynical—practical. She believed in what she could touch, feel, verify. When David was studying at the yeshiva, she'd listen to him talk about the texts with patience and affection, but she didn't believe in them. Not the way he did. Not the way Morgenstern did. She believed in people. In concrete gestures. In the soup you bring a sick neighbor. In the phone call you make to a sad friend.

Rachel wouldn't have wanted to be brought back through a dream consensus of fifty thousand manipulated sleepers. Rachel would have said: leave me alone and go help the living.

The problem was that David wasn't Rachel. He was the man who'd lost her. And the man who loses someone doesn't reason like the one who's lost. The man who loses someone negotiates with the universe. He bargains. He begs. He looks for doors where there are none. And when someone shows him a door—even a false one, even a dangerous one, even an insane one—he's ready to open it.

David knew this. He knew himself well enough to know that yes was easier than no. That yes would relieve a pain that had never dulled despite the dark, despite the protocol, despite the 2,657 nights of empty REM. Yes was an analgesic. No was the continuation of pain.

The Garden

He stood. Walked through the garden. He needed to move—stationary thinking went in circles, like a wheel in sand. The olive trees formed regular rows, too regular for a real garden—this was an architect's blueprint, not a natural landscape. David recognized Yitzhak's diagrams, the ones Morgenstern had shown him from the yellow envelope. The garden was one of those diagrams made physical. Each tree corresponded to a node in the network. Each path to a connection. And at the center, the mother—the Lev, the heart that held the whole thing together. Without her, the trees would fall. The paths would break apart. The dream would collapse.

David counted the olive trees. Twelve main paths. Twelve. Like the twelve sleeper agents. Each path led toward the garden's edge, toward a hazy horizon where the dream's structure dissolved into blur. The branches of the network. The Guardian's threads, radiating from this central garden and extending toward the brains of the twelve operators, themselves connected to thousands of potential sleepers.

David was walking through the heart of the weapon. The tool. The plan. Everything was here, visible, organized with obsessive precision. Yitzhak was hiding nothing. He no longer needed to hide. He needed David to understand. To see the beauty of the architecture before deciding.

And David saw the beauty. That was the problem. The garden was beautiful. Not beautiful like a well-designed trap—beautiful like an act of love. Every leaf, every shadow, every breeze had been created by a son for his mother. The too-green grass was the green his mother preferred. The jasmine scent was her perfume. The song of the invisible birds was the lullaby she'd sung to him as a child—David didn't know it, but he recognized it instinctively, the way you recognize grief in a foreign melody.

This garden wasn't a battle plan. It was a poem. The longest, most painful, most desperate of poems. And David couldn't destroy it without destroying something sacred.

A sound. Behind him. Not a sound of wind or birds. A sound of footsteps. Small. Light. Uneven. The rhythm of a child walking barefoot on grass.

David turned.

And saw him.

A boy. Nine years old. Brown curly hair, too long. Blue striped pajamas—a child's pajamas worn for a very long time. Bare feet on green grass. Enormous eyes, black, awake, alive. Not like Yitzhak's mother. Not an interpretation. A gaze that moved, searched, blinked. A human gaze.

Daniel.

The child stopped fifteen feet from David. Looked at him with the wary expression of a nine-year-old who encounters a stranger in a place he considers home. No fear. Caution. The caution of a child used to being alone, who's learned to evaluate visitors before trusting them. And something else—curiosity. As if David were the first new thing in this garden in a very long time.

The Child

"You're not like the others." Daniel's voice was clear. Not the voice of a sleeping child—the voice of a boy who's spent fourteen months in a world where he's the only conscious being, and who's drawn from it a maturity his age should never have given him. "The trees aren't real. The lady on the bench isn't real. The birds aren't real. I know because they never change. Real things change. But you're real. You moved when I showed up. You turned your head. The things here don't do that."

He tilted his head, studying David the way a naturalist studies an unknown species. "How'd you get in?"

David crouched. Got down to Daniel's level. He didn't want to tower over him—instinct, not calculation. Something older than his agent training, more fundamental than Morgenstern's three rules. The reflex of a man talking to a child.

"My name is David. I'm a friend of your mom's."

The word mom sent something across Daniel's face. A wave. Quick. Like a ripple beneath the surface of a lake.

"Mom came here. A few times. But she never stayed long. And the last time…" He broke off. Looked at his bare feet on the green grass. "The last time, the garden shook when she tried to take me with her. And I got scared. Not of her. Of the shaking. Like everything was going to break."

Sarah's third attempt. The expulsion. The degradation. David looked at Daniel and saw the consequences—a child who'd learned to be afraid of rescue.

"Daniel. Do you know where you are?"

The boy nodded. Slowly. "At first, I thought it was a real garden. That I was somewhere outside. But the trees don't grow. They're always the same. The grass never has dew in the morning. And the sun doesn't move." He raised his eyes to the sky. "A real sun moves. This one stays in the same spot. Since the beginning."

Nine years old. Fourteen months in a dream. And he'd figured out on his own that the world wasn't real. Not because he was brilliant—because children see what adults refuse to see. Adults adapt. Children question.

"There's a man," Daniel said. "Tall. With a shoulder like this." He mimicked Yitzhak's asymmetry. "He comes sometimes. He doesn't talk to me. He looks at the lady on the bench. And he cries." Daniel frowned. Not sadness—puzzlement. "People aren't supposed to cry in a place this pretty."

David felt something knot in his throat. Yitzhak came to Daniel's garden to cry in front of his mother. The Guardian, the master of dreams, the architect of the dream network, the man who wanted to rewrite reality—came to sit at the foot of a tree and wept like a twenty-two-year-old orphan in a Haifa hospital.

"Daniel, listen to me." David spoke softly. Every word weighed. "Your mom wants to bring you home. I'm here to help. But I need you to tell me something. The man with the shoulder—did he tell you to stay here? Did he tell you that you couldn't leave?"

Daniel shook his head. "No. He never said anything to me. He never spoke to me." He paused. "But the garden doesn't want me to leave. When I try to go toward the edge, where it gets blurry, the trees move closer together. The paths close up. The way out disappears." His eyes were calm. Too calm for a child describing a prison. "I was scared at first. Now I just stay in the middle. It's easier."

The Flaw

David straightened up. Looked at the garden with new eyes. The twelve paths. The olive trees. The mother at the center. And Daniel—a nine-year-old boy who'd figured out that the sun didn't move, that the grass had no dew, that the trees didn't grow. A boy who saw the seams of the dream where adults only saw the beauty of the scenery.

And David understood what Morgenstern hadn't been able to tell him. What Sarah hadn't found in three dives. What Yitzhak himself might not know.

The Lev wasn't the mother. The mother was Yitzhak's interpretation—his masterpiece, his obsession, the reason he'd built the entire network. But the real heart of the dream—the point around which the entire dream space organized itself, the force that held the architecture together—wasn't an image. It was a force. The force that kept Daniel from leaving. The force that tightened the paths when he approached the edge. The force that maintained the garden in its motionless perfection, without dew, without growth, without change.

It was grief.

Yitzhak's grief. Not a passing emotion—a load-bearing structure. Mourning had become the reinforced concrete of the dream. Every wall, every tree, every breeze was made of that solidified pain. The garden wasn't a place—it was an emotion made physical, crystallized into landscape. And as long as the grief existed in that form, the garden would hold. The paths would close in on anyone who tried to leave. The prisoners would remain. The mother would smile eternally at a tree that didn't grow, in a world where the sun didn't move, because time had stopped the day she died and her son had decided to freeze it forever.

Yitzhak couldn't correct death. Not because it was impossible—maybe it was possible; David didn't know and never would. But because his tool was built from the wrong material. The network ran on grief. The Guardian's interpretation was fueled by the pain of loss. And pain, however powerful, however sincere, cannot create life. It can only reproduce what it lost. Over and over. With increasingly obsessive fidelity and an increasingly hollow result.

Yitzhak's mother in the garden wasn't alive. She was the portrait of what was missing. A negative. A hole in the shape of a person. And if Yitzhak activated his network—if fifty thousand sleepers were connected to that poisoned source—it wouldn't be life that propagated through the network. It would be grief. Fifty thousand people would wake up with a hole in their chest they couldn't explain. Or they wouldn't wake up at all.

David had found the flaw. Not in Yitzhak's logic—in his emotion. The plan was technically perfect. The architecture was brilliant. But the fuel was poisoned. A network of mourning can only produce mourning.

And Morgenstern's third rule suddenly took on a meaning David hadn't seen: offering a better interpretation didn't mean replacing Yitzhak's plan with a better plan. It meant replacing Yitzhak's grief with something else. Something truer than pain. Something that could hold the loss without denying it.

Daniel was tugging at David's sleeve. "Mister. The man with the shoulder is coming back. I can hear him."

David looked toward the end of the main path. A silhouette was framed between the olive trees. Right shoulder higher than the left. The slow walk. Yitzhak was coming back for his answer.

David looked down at Daniel. The child was watching him with a trust he hadn't earned—the raw trust of a nine-year-old who'd decided that this man was different from the trees and the lady on the bench. Who'd decided this man was real.

And David knew what he was going to say to Yitzhak. Not yes. Not no. Something else. Something Morgenstern's letters didn't contain and the combat lexicon hadn't anticipated. Something a barefoot child in a garden of grief had just taught him without knowing it.




CHAPTER 13The Truth

Yitzhak stopped ten feet away. His gaze slid from David to Daniel, then back to David. If the child's presence surprised him, he didn't show it. His black eyes registered the boy in pajamas, the hand gripping David's sleeve, the gaze lifted toward the stranger with the asymmetric shoulder—and moved on. As if he'd known Daniel was there all along. As if he'd always known.

"You have your answer?"

Yitzhak's voice was calm. Patient. The voice of a man who's waited twenty years and can wait one more hour.

David felt Daniel move closer to him—not out of fear, out of caution. The boy knew this man. He'd seen him come to the garden. He'd seen him cry. And he didn't trust him.

"Sit down, Yitzhak." It was David who said it this time. The reversal was subtle but real—the one who invites is the one who controls the space. Yitzhak noticed. His eyes narrowed—not with suspicion, with curiosity. He sat on the bench he'd occupied earlier, facing David, the mother between them on her stone bench. Daniel stayed standing beside David, bare feet on the green grass, eyes moving from one to the other like a spectator who doesn't yet understand the play but knows it matters.

David didn't name anything. No Aleph. No Beth. No lexicon. What he was about to do didn't fall under Morgenstern's letters or the rules of dream combat. It was simpler. Older. More dangerous than any counter-interpretation.

He was going to tell the truth. Not a tactical truth. Not a truth calculated to produce an effect. The raw truth. The one he'd never told anyone—not Avi, not Sarah, not Morgenstern, not even the Mossad psychiatrist in the months after the bombing.

He was going to offer it to Yitzhak. The way you hand a weapon to an enemy. Hoping he'll take it by the right end.

"I had a wife," David said. "Her name was Rachel."

The words left his mouth and fell into the garden's silence like stones into a well. He heard each one hit the bottom. He hadn't spoken that name aloud since the funeral. Seven years. The name had dried up in his throat, calcified, become a stone he carried without ever taking out. And now, in a dream, sitting on a stone bench across from a man who wanted to rewrite death, he was saying it.

"Rachel."

The Bus

The garden trembled. Imperceptibly. Not an earthquake—a shiver. As if the name had struck a taut string somewhere in the dream's structure. Yitzhak didn't move. But his hands, resting on his knees, contracted. He was listening.

"She died on a Tuesday in October. Bus 18. Suicide bombing. She was twenty-six." David spoke slowly. Each sentence was an effort—not because the words were hard to find, but because they were heavy. Each word weighed the exact weight of what it described. "I wasn't on the bus. I was two blocks away. I heard the explosion. I reached the scene in forty seconds. I searched for her for eleven minutes before a paramedic told me to sit down and wait."

He stopped. Not for effect—because the memory was physical. The dry throat. The taste of smoke. The smell of hot metal and something else underneath that the brain refuses to name.

"They told me later she was pregnant. Seven weeks. She hadn't told me yet. Maybe she didn't know herself. Or maybe she knew and wanted to tell me that evening, when she got home, with a smile and an ultrasound in her pocket. I'll never know."

The garden trembled again. Harder. The olive leaves rustled without wind. The grass rippled. And Yitzhak's mother, on her bench, turned her head.

For the first time since David had been in the garden, she moved. Her eyes left the tree and settled on David. Not the gaze of an interpretation—the gaze of something deeper. As if David's words had awakened in her what Yitzhak hadn't been able to put there. Compassion.

Yitzhak saw it. David saw Yitzhak see it. And he saw the crack. Tiny. Barely perceptible. But it was there—in the Guardian's eyes, in the tight line of his jaw, in the contraction of his hands on his knees.

The mother had moved. The mother wasn't supposed to move. The mother was an interpretation—frozen, perfect, eternal. And David's words had made her move. Because truth is a force of interpretation more powerful than lies. Not stronger—deeper. Lies build surfaces. Truth reaches foundations.

"For three years after the bombing, I dreamed about her every night," David said. "Not nightmares—ordinary dreams. She was there. In the kitchen. On the balcony. In bed beside me. Exactly like before. And every morning, I'd wake up and understand, during the first three seconds, that it wasn't true. That the dream had lied. That the kitchen was empty, the balcony deserted, the bed cold. Three seconds. Every morning. For three years. One thousand and ninety-five mornings of three seconds. That's the exact amount of time it takes a brain to kill hope."

He looked at Yitzhak. "You know what that's like. You've been living it here, in this garden, for years. You build the most perfect dream in the world—and every time you leave it, every time you return to the real world, you get your three seconds. The moment you understand that your mother is still dead. That the garden changes nothing. That the beauty of the dream only makes waking up more unbearable. Dreams don't heal, Yitzhak. They dig. The more beautiful they are, the deeper the hole they leave in the morning."

The Crack

Yitzhak didn't answer. His jaws were clenched so hard David could see the muscles twitching beneath the skin. The garden was shaking now—a continuous, low tremor, like an underground rumble. The olive trees swayed. The grass was losing its unreal green in patches, turning brown, gray, nothing. The dream was responding to Yitzhak's emotions. The grief that held the garden in place was shifting—not disappearing, shifting. Like a tectonic plate that moves a few inches and shakes an entire continent.

"So I stopped dreaming," David continued. "I asked the Mossad for the pharmacological protocol. Not to forget Rachel—to stop having to lose her every morning. I didn't choose the dark by force. I chose it because the dark doesn't lie. The dark doesn't build false gardens. The dark doesn't show you your mother's face smiling and rip it away when you wake up. The dark is honest. And honesty, Yitzhak, is the only thing the dead deserve."

David leaned forward. Elbows on his knees. His eyes locked on Yitzhak's.

"Your garden is magnificent. I've never seen anything so beautiful. But it's not for your mother. Your mother can't see it. Your mother isn't here—what's here is your memory of her. Your interpretation. Your need. The garden is for you, Yitzhak. Not for her. And the network you want to activate—the fifty thousand sleepers, the twelve agents, the correction of reality—that's for you too. Not to correct the world. To correct your pain. And pain, when you correct it by force, doesn't disappear. It spreads."

He pointed to Daniel. The boy was still standing beside him, silent, eyes wide open, following the conversation with the total attention of a child who doesn't understand the words but understands the meaning.

"This child has been in your garden for fourteen months. He hasn't seen his mother in fourteen months. He hasn't played, hasn't grown, hasn't laughed, hasn't been normally afraid. He's a prisoner of your grief. His life is on pause because your pain has become the walls of his prison. And you're proposing to do the same thing to fifty thousand people."

The garden shook harder and harder. Olive branches fell to the ground soundlessly. The grass was bleaching in concentric circles around the mother, as if Yitzhak's emotion were withdrawing from the scenery layer by layer. The woman on the bench was still watching David. And now David saw something in her eyes that hadn't been there before—not compassion, not sadness. Agreement. As if Yitzhak's interpretation had accidentally let through a fragment of what the real mother would have thought. And the real mother, if she could have spoken, would have said the same thing as David.

Yitzhak stood. A sharp, violent movement. The stone bench cracked under the force of the impulse—not physical, emotional. The dream was responding to his anger. The olive trees bent toward David like accusing fingers. The blue sky filled with clouds that hadn't existed a second ago—low, heavy clouds, the ceiling of an interior storm.

"You don't understand anything," Yitzhak said. And his voice was no longer calm. It was cracked. Broken. The voice of a man whose wound has just been touched with surgical precision. "You think I don't know the garden is for me? You think I don't know my mother isn't really here? You think I spent twenty years building a dream network without understanding what I was doing?"

The Storm

He walked toward David. Three steps. The ground shook with each one. The grass turned black around his feet.

"I know all that, David. I've known since day one. I know the garden is a lie. I know my mother is dead. I know the dead don't come back—not like this, not through dreams, not through consensus." His voice rose. Not in volume—in intensity. "But I know something else too. I know that the world as it is—the world where a mother dies at fifty from pancreatic cancer, the world where a pregnant woman gets on a bus and doesn't get off—that world is an interpretation. Not the only one. Not the best one. Not the truest one. It's just the one everyone agreed on. And I refuse to agree."

David didn't step back. The olive trees were leaning in. The sky was darkening. Daniel had hidden behind David's bench, eyes closed, hands over his ears. The entire garden was twisting around Yitzhak's anger like a piece of paper being crumpled.

But David didn't step back. Because he'd seen the crack. And the crack wasn't in the garden.

It was in Yitzhak's eyes. Eyes that were shining. Not with anger. With tears.

Yitzhak was crying. The Guardian of dreams, the master of the network, the architect of the correction—was crying. And David understood that this was exactly what Morgenstern had meant. Bring him back, not beat him. You don't bring someone back by destroying their fortress. You bring them back by showing them the door is open. That it's always been open. That they're the one who closed it from the inside.

"You're right," David said. "The world is an interpretation. And it's unjust. And it's cruel. And it takes mothers and wives and unborn children and doesn't give them back." He stood. Took a step toward Yitzhak. The olive trees groaned. The ground vibrated. But David kept walking.

"But the answer isn't to force fifty thousand people to dream your version. The answer isn't to rewrite the world with your pain. Because your pain, Yitzhak, as real as it is, as legitimate as it is, is not the truth. It's your truth. And you don't have the right to impose it on people who didn't choose it."

The garden went still. All at once. Like a heart stopping between two beats. The olive trees stopped moving. The clouds froze. The grass—half green, half black—stayed in its state of partial decay.

And Yitzhak stood motionless, three feet from David, tears on his cheeks, fists clenched, breath short. Not a defeated enemy. A broken man looking at the one thing he's been clinging to for twenty years and seeing it, for the first time, as it truly is. A garden that doesn't grow. A sun that doesn't move. A mother who doesn't live. And a prisoner child hiding behind a bench because he's afraid of the shaking.

The silence lasted a long time.

Then Yitzhak said, very quietly, in a voice that no longer sounded like the Guardian's—that sounded like a twenty-two-year-old boy sitting at his mother's bedside in a Haifa hospital:

"So what? I let her go? I tear down the garden? I accept that all of this—twenty years of work, of solitude, of sacrifice—was for nothing?"

David didn't answer right away. He looked at Yitzhak's mother. She was still watching him. And in her eyes—in the eyes of an interpretation, a portrait, a ghost built by a son's love—David saw the answer.

The same answer Rachel had given him without speaking, in the silence of his three seconds every morning. The answer the dead always give to those who love them too much to let go.

Live. Let me go. And live.




CHAPTER 14Letting Go

David felt the pull before he understood it. Something was tugging at him—not at his dream body, at something deeper. Like a rubber band attached to the base of his skull, stretched from the real world, starting to contract. The extraction. Sarah had programmed thirty minutes. David didn't know how long he'd been in the dream—dream time was elastic, unpredictable—but his body knew. The edges of the garden were beginning to vibrate. Not Yitzhak's emotional trembling—a technical, mechanical vibration, the Targum's signal calling its operator home.

David had maybe five minutes. Maybe less. And Yitzhak still hadn't answered.

The Guardian stood motionless, tears drying on his cheeks in the artificial air of the frozen garden. His eyes moved from David to his mother, from his mother to David, like a man alternately staring at a burning bridge and the shore he needs to reach. David knew that look. He'd seen it on the faces of turned targets, double agents at the tipping point, men and women asked to betray what they love for something they know is right. The most dangerous moment of a turning isn't the refusal—it's the hesitation. Because hesitation can fall either way, and nobody—not the agent, not the target—knows which way it will go.

David wanted to speak. Add an argument. Press. But something stopped him—not strategy, not the lexicon. Instinct. The instinct telling him the words had done their work. That there was nothing left to say. That any additional argument would weaken what had already been laid down.

Morgenstern was right: offer a better interpretation, and that's all. Don't sell it. Don't insist. Don't convince. Set it on the table and let the other person decide.

David said nothing.

The pull intensified—the rubber band tugged harder. Three minutes, maybe. Maybe two.

It was Daniel who moved. The child came out from behind the bench. Slowly. Bare feet on the half-dead grass. He wasn't looking at David. He wasn't looking at Yitzhak. He was looking at the woman on the bench—Yitzhak's mother who, for the first time in fourteen months, had living eyes.

Daniel was looking at her with an expression David didn't understand right away. Not curiosity. Not fear. Something simpler. More childlike. Recognition. The child recognized something in this woman's gaze—something that resembled what he'd lost when the garden had swallowed him.

The Gesture

Daniel approached the mother's bench. Three steps. Four. Yitzhak didn't move. Neither did David. The entire garden held its breath—for real this time, not as a figure of speech. The wind stopped. The birds went silent. Even the extraction vibrations seemed to slow, as if the Targum itself understood that something important was happening and was giving it time.

Daniel reached the woman. She looked at him. Not with the frozen smile she'd worn for years—with a fresh, curious, gentle gaze. The gaze of a mother seeing a child. Not her child. A child.

Daniel raised his hand. His small nine-year-old hand, with thin fingers and nails too long because nobody cuts them in a dream. And he placed it on the hand of Yitzhak's mother.

The contact was silent. No sound. No light. No special effects. Just a child's hand on a ghost's hand. The simplest gesture in the world—a child touching a grown-up to check if she's real. Except that in a dream where nothing is real, the gesture meant something else. It meant: I see you. You're not a tree. You're not grass. You're someone.

And Yitzhak's mother, who hadn't been looked at as someone—not as a work, not as a project, not as solidified grief—in years, received that gaze.

The garden responded. Not by trembling. Not by decomposing. By breathing. For the first time since David had entered it, the garden breathed. The air moved—not the fake wind programmed by Yitzhak's unconscious, a real movement, a real breeze, coming from nowhere and carrying the smell of wet earth and the end of something.

The olive leaves stirred. The grass, where it was still green, rippled. And the sun—the sun frozen at its zenith that hadn't moved in fourteen months, the sun Daniel had identified as fake within the first weeks—slid one degree toward the west.

One single degree. The most minute, most discreet, most monumental movement in the entire dream.

The sun moved. Daniel looked up at the sky and said, simply, with the wonder of a child seeing snow for the first time:

"It's moving."

Two words. Two syllables. And the world changed.

Yitzhak saw the sun move. David saw Yitzhak see the sun move. And he saw what happened on the Guardian's face—not a collapse, not a defeat, something more subtle, more profound. A release. Like a fist clenched for twenty years opening, finger by finger, not because someone forced it but because the muscles can no longer hold. The grief that had held the garden in place didn't disappear. It changed form. It stopped being a wall and became something else.

Yitzhak's mother closed her hand around Daniel's. And smiled. Not the frozen smile she'd worn for years—a real smile. Brief. Sad. The smile of someone who knows it's time to go and says goodbye without saying it.

Yitzhak made a sound. Not a word. A sound. The sound a human being makes when something vital tears inside them—not a scream, not a moan, a sound with no name because it only happens once or twice in a life.

He fell to his knees. Not gracefully. Heavily. The garden floor shook with the impact. And the garden began to change.

Not to destroy itself. To change. The olive trees didn't fall—they simplified. The obsessive details Yitzhak had sculpted over the years—every individual leaf, every knot in the bark, every calculated shadow—faded, leaving softer, hazier, more honest shapes. The olive trees became memories of olive trees instead of perfect imitations. The grass stopped being an unreal green and took on the color of grass as you remember it when you close your eyes—warmer, less precise, truer. The sky softened. The storm clouds melted into a blue that was no longer perfect but was sincere.

David couldn't find the word in English for what the garden was becoming. But in Hebrew, it existed. Zikaron. Memory. Not the prison-memory that locks up and freezes. The remembrance-memory that keeps without holding, that honors without imprisoning. The garden wasn't dying. It was remembering itself. It was becoming what it should have been from the beginning—not a mausoleum, but a memory.

And memories, unlike mausoleums, let people go.

The Departure

Yitzhak's mother stood. For the first time. She let go of Daniel's hand, turned to her son on his knees, and placed her hand on his head. The gesture of a mother. The one gesture Yitzhak had never programmed into his interpretation—because that gesture couldn't be interpreted. It could only be given. And it came from somewhere the Guardian didn't control. From the part of the image that wasn't only an image. From the part of the mother who was still, despite everything, despite death and despite the dream, a mother.

She said one word. Just one. In Hebrew.

Motek. My sweet.

The word Israeli mothers have said to their children for generations. The most ordinary and most irreplaceable word in the language.

Yitzhak raised his head. Looked at his mother. And for the first time in twenty years, he didn't look at her the way an architect looks at his work or the way a guardian looks at what he protects. He looked at her the way a son looks at his mother. With everything that contains—gratitude, grief, impossible love, and letting go.

"Ima."

His voice was a child's. Not the Guardian's. Not the master of dreams'. Not Hassan ben Yossef, the brilliant student, the strategist, the architect of the network. Just a boy from Haifa who'd lost his mother too soon and spent twenty years refusing to lose her.

The word Ima rang through the garden like a bell—simple, deep, irreducible.

The mother smiled. The real smile. Sad and luminous at once, like a sunset—beautiful because it ends. She placed her hand on Yitzhak's cheek. Held it for three seconds—the same three seconds David counted every morning, the three seconds between dream and waking, between the lie of presence and the truth of absence.

Then she withdrew her hand. Stepped back. And began to fade. Not abruptly. Gently. The way the evening light leaves without your being able to say the exact moment it disappeared.

The contours first. Then the colors. Then the smile.

The smile lasted longest—floating in the air like a print on glass, like the scent of jasmine that lingers after the flower has been picked—then it too was gone.

And the stone bench was empty.

The pull became violent. Sarah's extraction was dragging David out of the dream with the force of a steel cable. The garden was dissolving around him—the olive trees were becoming shadows, the grass was becoming white noise, the sky was becoming white.

But David had time to see two things before he left.

The first: Yitzhak, still on his knees, hands flat on the garden floor disappearing beneath his fingers, face lifted toward the place where his mother had been. The empty bench. The empty air. The smile gone. And on the face of the Guardian—of the former Guardian—the expression of a man who has just released the only thing he'd held for twenty years and doesn't yet know if he's going to fall or fly. But who let go anyway. Not because he was forced. Because a child's hand on a ghost's hand had shown him what it means to touch someone without holding on.

The second: Daniel. The boy was standing alone in the middle of the garden simplifying around him. The olive trees were nothing more than soft silhouettes. The grass was nothing more than a memory of green. But Daniel wasn't watching the dissolution. He was watching the sun. The sun that was descending toward the horizon for the first time in fourteen months.

And on Daniel's face, there was neither fear nor sadness. There was wonder. The wonder of a nine-year-old child watching the day end and knowing, because it's the most natural thing in the world, that tomorrow the sun will come back.

White. Light. Pain behind the eyes. Basement level 3. The ceiling. The fluorescent lights. Sarah leaning over him, face wrecked with worry, hands on his shoulders, fingers gripping too hard. Morgenstern standing behind her, cane clenched in his fist like a weapon, eyes fixed on the monitors with an intensity that didn't look like scientific curiosity—that looked like hope.

David opened his mouth. Wanted to speak. Wanted to say that it was done, that Yitzhak had let go, that the garden had become a memory, that the mother had smiled and the smile had been real.

But before he could say a word, an alarm went off. Not in the lab—in the room next door. Daniel's monitor was emitting a sound nobody in that basement had heard in fourteen months.

A change of rhythm.

Sarah whipped around. The curves on the screen were shifting—the plateau of the dream coma, flat and regular for four hundred and twenty-seven days, was cracking. Spikes were appearing. Irregular. Hesitant. Timid. Like the first steps of a child relearning to walk after a long illness.

Sarah released David's shoulders. Brought her hand to her mouth. And Morgenstern, behind her, closed his eyes and murmured a word David recognized without hearing it—the same word Yitzhak had said on his knees in the garden.

Toda. Thank you.

Daniel was waking up.




CHAPTER 15The Awakening

Sarah ran. David had never seen her run—in three days of shared basement, she'd always walked, calculated, controlled. But when the tone of Daniel's monitor changed, something in her let go. Not the scientist. The mother. She crossed the lab in four strides, pushed open the door to the room, and disappeared inside.

David heard her—her voice, which he knew as cold, precise, surgical, broke into a sound he'd never heard her produce. The sound of a woman finding her child. Not a scream. Not a sob. Something between the two, a sound with no name because it only exists in the throat of a mother who's been waiting fourteen months.

David didn't move. He stayed on the lab bed, sensors still stuck to his temples, body heavy with post-dream fatigue, and he listened. Through the open door, he heard Sarah whispering—words in Hebrew, quick, soft, the kind of words you say to a sick child when you have nothing else to offer but your presence.

And then, after an eternity of seconds, another voice. Small. Hoarse. The voice of a nine-year-old boy who hasn't used his vocal cords in four hundred and twenty-seven days. One word. Just one.

David didn't hear it clearly, but he didn't need to. He knew which word it was. The same one Yitzhak had said in the garden.

Ima.

Morgenstern sat down. Slowly. On the metal stool. Laid his cane across his knees. And for the first time since David had known him, the old Kabbalist no longer looked like a general. He looked like a tired old man who'd just seen something good happen in a world where he'd stopped expecting it. His eyes were wet. He wasn't crying—Morgenstern probably never cried—but his eyes were wet, and he made no effort to hide it.

"Tell me," he said softly. "Everything. From the beginning."

David told him. The living text corridor. The mutating letters. The choice between Aramaic and modern Hebrew. Yitzhak's diary on the walls. The garden. The mother. The ibrik that hadn't appeared this time. The dialogue with Yitzhak—the real plan, the correction, the consensus, the offer to bring back Rachel. Then Daniel. The barefoot boy who knew the sun didn't move. And finally—the truth. Rachel. The bus. The seven weeks. The three morning seconds. Grief as building material. And the letting go. The mother's smile. The sun moving. The word Ima shattering the mausoleum.

The Assessment

Morgenstern listened without interrupting. When David finished, the Rav stayed silent for a full minute—David counted, out of habit. Then he opened his notebook. Wrote something. Closed the notebook. And said:

"The third rule worked. But not the way I expected." He tapped his cane. "I thought you'd have to offer Yitzhak an interpretation from the tradition—a text, a verse, a Talmudic argument that would replace his delusional interpretation with a correct reading. That's what I would have done. That's what any Kabbalist would have done. But you didn't use the tradition. You used your own pain. You gave him Rachel."

The Rav looked at him. For a long time. With an expression that David identified, after a few seconds, as respect. Not a professor's respect for a student—the respect of one man for another who has done something he wouldn't have dared to do himself.

"It was riskier," Morgenstern said. "Infinitely riskier. If Yitzhak had turned your truth against you—if he'd used Rachel as leverage—you would have been trapped in your own grief. Exactly like him." Pause. "But it was also the only thing that could have worked. Because Yitzhak didn't respect the tradition. He knew it too well to respect it. He only respected pain. And you showed him yours."

He leaned toward the monitoring screen and scrolled through David's session data. The curves rolled past—frontal activity, amygdala, visual cortex, REM. Then Morgenstern stopped. Scrolled back. Zoomed in on a specific segment.

"David. Look at this."

The data from the end of the session—the last thirty seconds, just before extraction. David's brain activity during Yitzhak's letting go. The moment the mother had smiled and disappeared.

Something had changed in the curves. The red signature—the Guardian's trace, inscribed in David's brain for fourteen months—had vanished. Erased. Like a deleted file. Where it had been, there was nothing but a clean, neutral, intact line.

But beside the clean line, there was something else. A new pattern. Not red—blue. A signature neither Morgenstern nor David had ever seen in the data. Thin. Regular. Subtle. Like a watermark in paper—invisible to the naked eye unless you knew where to look.

"What is that?" David asked.

Morgenstern didn't answer right away. He studied the pattern. Compared it to the data from previous days. Compared it to the Guardian's red signature, now gone. Then he said, slowly, choosing each word:

"It's not the Guardian's signature. It's not your natural activity either. It's something new. Something that was inscribed in your brain at the precise moment you told Yitzhak about Rachel." He closed the notebook. "You opened a door, David. And I'm not sure yet what came through."

Sarah reappeared in the doorway. Her eyes were red. Her face was transformed—not just by the tears, by something deeper. A release. The tension she'd carried for fourteen months, inscribed in her shoulders, her jaw, the hard line of her mouth, had dissolved. She looked like a different person. Or rather, she looked like the person she'd been before.

"He's awake," she said. "Conscious. Disoriented—he doesn't know where he is, doesn't know how much time has passed. His body is very weak—fourteen months of muscle atrophy, he can't stand. But his cognitive functions…" Her voice broke for a second, then recomposed itself. "His cognitive functions are intact. He recognized me. He asked where his cat was."

The cat. David remembered—in Sarah's briefing on the first day, she'd mentioned the cat. The animal Daniel had in his dreams. Sarah had thought it was a coma element, a dream projection. But Daniel had just asked for his cat. The real cat. The one from home.

The child hadn't confused the dream with reality. He'd crossed fourteen months of dream prison and still knew what was true. Real cats and fake olive trees. Real mothers and fake ladies on benches. Daniel had always known the difference. Maybe that was why he'd survived.

Sarah's phone rang. She looked at the screen. Her face changed—the release vanished, replaced in a fraction of a second by the expression she'd worn before: focused, tense, operational mode.

"Rothman," she said.

She answered. Listened. For thirty seconds she said nothing. Her eyes moved—left, right, left—as if reading data on an invisible screen. Then she said "understood" and hung up.

Looked at David. Looked at Morgenstern.

"The three agents activated last night—Haifa, Beer Sheva, Ashdod. They haven't improved. They're deteriorating. Like Mahmoud. The activation is destroying them neurologically—their brains are showing the same signs of permanent REM. Rothman gives them seventy-two hours before irreversible coma." She set her phone on the console. "And there's something else."

The Network

Sarah brought up the network data on the main screen. These weren't curves—they were dots. Dozens of luminous dots on a map of Israel, connected by red lines. The twelve sleeper agents. Nine still in latent phase. Three activated—the Haifa, Beer Sheva, and Ashdod dots were blinking orange. And at the center, where Yitzhak should have been, there was nothing. The central node had vanished. The Guardian had released the network at the same time as the garden.

But the red lines were still there. The connections between agents still existed. The network was alive.

"The network is autonomous," Sarah said. "When Yitzhak built it, he designed it to operate without a pilot—like a fishing net you throw into the sea. Even if the fisherman lets go of the rope, the net keeps drifting. The connections between agents are inscribed in their red signature, not in Yitzhak's will. It's a distributed protocol—each agent carries within him the activation instructions and the timing. Yitzhak no longer has control, but he doesn't need to. The system sustains itself."

She brought up a timeline diagram. "Based on the activation patterns of the first three agents, and extrapolating the progression, the remaining nine will activate in forty-two hours. Cascade activation—two at a time, at six-hour intervals. First in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. Last in Eilat and Tiberias."

David got off the bed. Pulled the sensors from his temples—two suction cups that left red marks on his skin. His legs were shaking. Not from the dream—from exhaustion. He hadn't slept in over thirty hours, had just spent thirty minutes in deep dream immersion, and his brain was demanding rest with the insistence of a hungry child. But rest didn't exist. Not with forty-two hours ahead of them and nine time bombs scattered across the country.

"Can the technique that woke Daniel work on the activated agents?" he asked.

Morgenstern asked a question. Simple. Direct. The question David was asking himself.

"Where is Yitzhak?"

Sarah shook her head. "We don't know. The Shin Bet launched a search from the start of the operation. Hassan ben Yossef dropped off the radar eight years ago. No ID card, no bank account, no phone. He lives off the grid—no rent, no employer, no fixed address. An administrative ghost. He could be anywhere in Israel or the Middle East."

She looked at David. "But you saw him. In the dream. He talked to you for an hour. He showed you the garden, his mother, his plan. He made you an offer. And he cried. That's not the behavior of a man who wants to stay hidden. That's the behavior of a man who wants to be found."

David thought back to Yitzhak's face in the garden. The tears. The word Ima. The letting go. And before that—the laugh, when David had bluffed about the ibrik. The laugh of someone who appreciates the game. Then the expression of relief when David had arrived in the garden—not surprise, relief.

Yitzhak had been waiting for him. He'd always been waiting. Everything he'd done for fourteen months—infiltrating David's REM, testing Daniel, distributing the Codex, building the network—all of it pointed toward a single objective: force someone to come find him. Not to fight him. To bring him back.

Yitzhak had built the most elaborate alarm in the history of intelligence services because he didn't know how to ask for help.

And now that he'd been found—now that David had offered him the truth and the garden had transformed—Yitzhak was somewhere in the real world, on his knees inside his own head, without a network, without a plan, without a mother, with twenty years of solitude on his shoulders and a boy from Haifa crying inside him. He hadn't fled. He'd never fled. He'd gone back to the place where it all began. The place where his mother was buried. The place where a twenty-two-year-old boy had decided to rewrite death because he couldn't stand singing the lullaby without remembering the words.

"Haifa," David said. "He's in Haifa."

Morgenstern nodded. Once. Slowly. As if he'd always known.

Sarah picked up her phone. Dialed Rothman's number.

And in the room next door, through the open door, David heard Daniel's voice—small, hoarse, but alive—ask someone he couldn't see:

"Is it morning or night?"

The simplest question in the world. The question of a child coming back to the world who wants to know where the sun is.

David smiled. It was the first smile in three days. Maybe the first in seven years.




CHAPTER 16The Road

The Shin Bet car left Petah Tikva at two in the morning. A black SUV with tinted windows, quiet engine, a driver who didn't turn around when David climbed into the back seat. Avi Rothman was in the passenger seat, phone pressed to his ear, coordinating something with a distant voice talking too fast for David to catch the words. The sleeping city scrolled past the windows—orange streetlights, gray apartment blocks, stray cats with phosphorescent eyes caught in the headlights.

David leaned his head against the cold glass and felt the vibration of the engine climb up through his skull. Thirty-eight hours without sleep. His body was done. His brain too.

Avi hung up. Turned toward David. His face—square, hard, the face of a man who never sleeps enough and never complains about it—was lit by the blue glow of his phone.

"We'll be in Haifa in an hour and a half. My local teams have started canvassing the area around the Neve Sha'anan cemetery—that's where his mother is buried, according to the records. Nothing yet." He paused. "Sleep, David. You're no use to me in this state. If we find him, I'll wake you."

David wanted to protest. Refuse. Stay awake. But his body made the decision for him. His eyelids dropped like lead curtains. The car's vibration became a cradle. And the dark—the familiar dark, his companion of seven years, the pharmaceutical dark of his empty REM—closed over him.

Except it wasn't the same dark anymore.

For 2,657 nights, the dark had been total. Absolute. No images, no sound, no presence. The protocol dark. The protection dark. But that night, in the Shin Bet SUV, on Route 2 between Petah Tikva and Haifa, the dark moved. Something stirred inside it. Like a fish in water you'd thought was dead.

David didn't see an image. Not right away. He smelled first. An aroma. Turkish coffee—not the ibrik, not the anchor, not the tactical memory. Coffee the way he smelled it in the mornings in the Florentin kitchen, when Rachel made it while humming a tune she never finished. The smell was diffuse. Tentative. As if David's brain were trying to retrieve a file archived for seven years and decompressing it pixel by pixel, fragment by fragment, with the care of a bomb disposal expert touching a wire.

The Dream

Then a color. Not a shape—a color. Yellow. The yellow of sunlight through the kitchen curtains. The curtains Rachel had bought at the Jaffa market—raw linen, hand-dyed, with threads that hung loose and that she'd never trimmed because she said imperfect things are more alive than perfect things.

The yellow entered David's dark and traced a rectangle. A window. The shadow of the curtains on the wall. And behind the curtains, the light of a Tel Aviv morning—white, warm, relentless.

David was in the kitchen. Not physically—oneirically. But the difference, for the first time in seven years, didn't matter.

The kitchen was there. The scratched Formica countertop. The three-burner stove with one that no longer worked. The calendar on the wall with the word "dentist" written on Thursday.

And on the counter, the ibrik. The copper ibrik, dented, blackened by years of flame, with the wooden handle Rachel had wrapped in tape when it cracked.

David looked at it. He didn't touch it. He looked at it. And he looked at it differently than in Yitzhak's dream, differently than in the simulations, differently than the thousands of times he'd closed his eyes and tried to see it.

He looked at it as a memory. Not a trap. Not an anchor. Not a survival tool. A memory.

The kitchen wasn't perfect. Details were missing in places—the tile floor had gaps, like a mosaic with some pieces lost. The calendar had no specific date. The window showed light but not the street. It was an honest dream. A dream that didn't pretend to be reality. That said: I'm a memory, I'm what remains, I'm what your brain kept as most precious and that you locked away under seven years of chemical dark.

David understood. The blue signature. The new pattern Morgenstern had seen in his brain data. It wasn't Rachel. Rachel was dead. Rachel wasn't coming back—not in a dream, not in reality, not through consensus, not through correction.

What had come back was the right to remember her. The right to dream.

For seven years, David had shut off his REM to stop seeing Rachel at night. To stop enduring the three morning seconds. To stop falling. And in shutting off the REM, he'd locked everything else away with her—the smells, the colors, the textures, the sounds, all the sensory material of his former life. The protocol didn't sort. It deleted everything.

And now that David had spoken about Rachel in Yitzhak's garden—now that he'd said the words aloud, the real words, the bus, the seven weeks, the three seconds—the lock had broken. Not violently. Gently. Like a door that opens in the wind when the latch is worn.

The dream didn't last long. Not because it broke—because it didn't need to last. The Florentin kitchen stayed there, quiet, incomplete, for a few minutes of dream time. The coffee was going cold on the stove. The light shifted through the curtains—the sun was rising, the shadows were moving, time was passing.

That was the miracle. Not an eternal garden where the sun doesn't move. Not a perfect mausoleum where nothing changes. A morning that passes. Coffee going cold. Shadows that move. Time. Living time, time that carries everything away and is the only thing that makes memories precious—because they end.

Then the kitchen faded. Naturally. Like a normal morning. Like every morning in every kitchen in the world since the beginning of the world. And David found himself in the ordinary dark of sleep—not the chemical dark, the normal dark, everyone's dark, the dark that contains potential dreams and doesn't frighten because it promises nothing and takes nothing.

He slept. For real. For the first time in 2,657 nights, David Weiss slept like a human being. And when the three morning seconds came—the three seconds between dream and waking, the ones that had destroyed him for three years—they didn't hurt. They felt sad.

And sad was alive.

The Briefing

"David." Avi's voice. A hand on his shoulder. The real world returned in layers—the engine's vibration, the leather seat, the smell of air conditioning, the road lights sweeping across the SUV's ceiling.

David opened his eyes. The dashboard clock read 3:17. He'd slept an hour and fifteen minutes. It was nothing. It was everything.

"We'll be there in twenty minutes," Avi said. "I need to brief you."

David straightened up. Blinked. The kitchen dream was still there, somewhere behind his eyelids—not like a ghost, like a memory. The difference was staggering.

Avi handed David a folder. Paper. No tablet, no digital file—paper, in a brown cardboard sleeve, with a red "CLASSIFIED" stamp David hadn't seen since he'd left the Mossad.

"The twelve sleeper agents," Avi said. "We've identified the nine that haven't been activated yet. All Israeli civilians. No apparent connection to terrorism, politics, or intelligence services."

David opened the folder. Nine files. Nine faces. A math teacher in Jerusalem. A nurse in Tel Aviv. A bus driver in Beer Sheva. A computer science student in Haifa. A retiree in Ashdod. A cook in Eilat. A lawyer in Netanya. An electrician in Tiberias. An artist in Safed.

Nine ordinary people. Nine unremarkable lives—no criminal records, no extreme political affiliations, no suspicious behavior. People you pass at the supermarket without seeing. People who don't get a second glance.

No visible common thread. Not the same age—between twenty-three and sixty-seven. Not the same profession. Not the same city.

David flipped through the files a second time, more slowly, searching for the invisible thread connecting them.

Avi watched him in the rearview mirror. "We found one common thread. Just one. My analysts cross-referenced data for twelve hours before they saw it." He paused. The kind of pause Shin Bet officers make when they're about to announce something that changes the shape of an investigation. "All nine lost a loved one in the past five years. Not natural deaths. Brutal ones. Accidents, attacks, diseases that struck fast. The math teacher lost his wife in a car crash. The nurse lost her brother in a stabbing attack. The bus driver lost his daughter to leukemia in three months. Nine people. Nine bereavements. Nine holes in nine lives."

David set the folder on his knees. Looked at the road. The SUV's headlights carved through the coastal night—to the right, the Mediterranean invisible in the dark; to the left, the hills of the Carmel traced in shadows darker than the sky.

Nine grieving people. Chosen by a grieving man. Connected by the most universal and most intimate thing there is—loss.

Yitzhak's network wasn't built on technology. It was built on pain. Each sleeper agent carried in their brain the same hole as Yitzhak—the same wound, the same absence, the same refusal. And the red signature had taken root in that wound like a seed in cracked earth.

"That's why the network works without him," David said quietly. "The agents aren't mechanical relays. They're grieving people. And grief doesn't stop when the creator of the network decides to let go. Each agent's grief is autonomous. Personal. Irreducible. Yitzhak planted the signature in the one emotion nobody can control from the outside."

He closed the folder.

"We can't disconnect them by force. We can't operate on them, drug them, extract them."

The only way to deactivate an agent was to do what David had done with Yitzhak—enter their dream and offer a better interpretation of their pain. Not a medical protocol. Not a surgical intervention. A conversation. The most difficult of conversations—the one where a human being says to another human being: I know what you're carrying, because I'm carrying it too.

Nine agents. Nine dives. In forty hours.

Avi said nothing. The driver said nothing. The road scrolled by. The lights of Haifa appeared in the distance—an arc of light hanging on the flank of the Carmel, like a pearl necklace draped over a dark shoulder.

And David thought about what Morgenstern had said three days ago, at the start of all this, in the basement: you have the foundations.

He hadn't understood, at the time, what the old Kabbalist meant. He was beginning to understand. The foundations weren't the letters. They weren't the lexicon. They weren't dream combat. The foundations were the pain. His own. The pain he'd carried for seven years without naming, without sharing, without letting it live. And it was that pain—transformed into truth, offered without calculation—that had brought down Yitzhak's wall.

The same pain would have to bring down nine more walls. In forty hours.

The SUV entered Haifa from the south. The city slept.

And David, for the first time since the beginning of this story, knew exactly what he had to do.




CHAPTER 17Neve Sha'anan

The Neve Sha'anan cemetery overlooked Haifa Bay from a hill the first immigrants had chosen for the view. At four in the morning, the view didn't exist—just the black of the sea below and, above, a starless sky covered in low clouds that the industrial port's light pollution stained orange. The air smelled of salt, diesel, and the wet earth from the automatic sprinklers that kept the cemetery lawns at a facade green.

David and Avi passed through the gate without a sound. Two Shin Bet agents were waiting at the entrance—figures in plainclothes, earpieces, weapons under their jackets. One of them handed Avi a map of the cemetery. A red dot marked a grave in the center of the south section.

"Spotted him forty minutes ago," the agent murmured. "He's not moving. Sitting on the ground, against the headstone. No bag, no phone, no visible weapon. We didn't approach—your orders were not to intervene until you arrived."

Avi nodded. Looked at David. "Your call. How do you want to handle this?"

David didn't answer right away. He was looking at the cemetery—the rows of white headstones in the darkness, the gravel paths, the black cypresses silhouetted against the orange sky. It was a quiet place. Not a place for combat. Not a place for arrests. A place for grief.

"Alone," David said. "I go alone. No weapon. No mic. No net. If you intervene, he shuts down. And we lose everything."

Avi clenched his jaw. The reflex of a security officer being asked not to secure. But he knew David. And he knew that situations rarely resolved by force were sometimes resolved by presence.

"Ten minutes. After that, my guys move in."

David didn't negotiate. Ten minutes would be enough. Or they wouldn't. Either way, what was about to happen between him and Yitzhak couldn't be measured in minutes.

He walked between the graves. His steps crunched on the gravel—the only sound in the cemetery silence, apart from the distant hum of the port and the buzz of sprinklers somewhere behind the hill. The headstones filed past. Names. Dates. Entire lives summed up in two lines of engraving—a name, two dates, sometimes a verse. David didn't read them. He was looking for the red dot on the map. South section. Third row. Fourth headstone from the west.

The Headstone

He found him exactly as the agent had described. Sitting on the ground. Back against the white stone. Legs stretched out in front of him. Hands flat on the wet grass, on either side of his body, as if holding the ground to keep from falling.

Yitzhak—Hassan ben Yossef—was smaller than in the dream. Or maybe the dream had made him taller. He wore dark pants, a wrinkled shirt that had once been white, worn hiking shoes. The right shoulder, even in reality, was higher than the left—scoliosis, not a choice. His black-and-gray hair was plastered with sweat. And his eyes were closed.

David stopped six feet away. Said nothing. The silence did its work—after a few seconds, Yitzhak opened his eyes. Not with a start. Slowly. Like someone who knows you're there and has chosen the moment to look.

His eyes found David in the dark. The same eyes as in the garden. But here, in the real world, without the filtered light of the olive trees and the architecture of the dream, those eyes were different. Smaller. More tired. More human.

"You found me," Yitzhak said. His voice was hoarse. The voice of a man who hasn't had water in a long time. "I knew you'd come here."

The headstone behind him bore a simple inscription. David read it in the orange glow of the sky: Rivka bat Avraham, 1953–2005. Ima sheli. My mother. No verse. No quotation. Just the name and the simplest words in the world.

David crouched. Got down to Yitzhak's level. The same thing he'd done with Daniel in the garden—get level with someone, not above them.

"You look like you could use some water."

It wasn't the line a Mossad agent says to a target. It was the line a human being says to another human being who's been sitting in the dark for hours.

Yitzhak made a sound that resembled a laugh. Or a sob. Or both.

"The garden is gone," he said. "I felt it. When you left—when the extraction pulled you out—the garden kept simplifying. The olive trees became shadows. The grass became noise. And my mother…" He didn't finish. His hands clenched on the real grass of the cemetery, tearing blades between his fingers. "Twenty years, David. Twenty years of building. And in thirty minutes, a retired Mossad agent tells me his bus story and the whole thing collapses." He looked up. No anger. Disbelief. "How? How is that possible?"

David sat on the grass across from him. Knees up. Hands clasped. The posture of someone who isn't in a rush, even though ten minutes was all he had.

"Because you wanted it to collapse. You built it to collapse. The labyrinth you put me through—the text walls, the forks, the diary on the walls—that wasn't a trap to keep me from arriving. It was a path. You guided me to the garden because you needed someone to see it and tell you what you already knew."

Yitzhak didn't answer. He stared at his mother's headstone. The inscription. The two dates. The space between them—fifty-two years. A life.

The Network

David's phone buzzed in his pocket. A text from Avi: 5 min. David ignored it.

"Yitzhak. The network. It's still active."

The change was immediate. Yitzhak straightened. His eyes shifted—the fatigue retreated, replaced by something sharper. Alarm.

"What? No. I let go of the garden. The heart is gone. The network should have—" He broke off. His face fell apart. "No. No no no. The distributed protocol." His hands left the grass. He ran them through his hair, pulling, as if he could extract the thought from his skull. "I was stupid. So stupid. I built the network to function without me—so the correction could happen even if I was captured or killed before Yom Kippur. Each agent carries their own copy of the activation protocol. I can't cancel it remotely. There's no central kill switch."

David felt the cold. Not Haifa's night air—the cold of understanding. The network was a distributed bomb. Each agent was an independent charge. And the timer was running.

"Nine dormant agents," David said. "Cascade activation in forty hours. Can you locate them?"

Yitzhak nodded. Feverishly. "I know who they are. I chose them one by one. Over years. I looked for people who carried the same wound as me. People whose grief was deep enough to anchor the signature." He looked at David. "You understand, don't you? You understand why I chose them?"

David understood. He'd read the files in the SUV. The teacher who'd lost his wife. The nurse who'd lost her brother. The bus driver who'd lost his daughter. Nine holes in nine lives.

"But the network without you—what happens to it? You were the heart. The Lev. Without the heart, does the structure hold?"

Yitzhak shook his head. Not to say no—to say it's worse than that. "Without the heart, the network drifts. The connections between agents are still there, but they're no longer calibrated. It's like an orchestra without a conductor—each musician keeps playing, but no longer at the same tempo. The activations won't follow the planned pattern anymore. They'll be random. Erratic. Some agents will activate too early. Others too violently. The network has gone rogue, David. And a rogue network is more dangerous than a controlled one."

At that moment, David's phone rang. Not a text—a call. The number was Avi's, but the voice on the other end wasn't his.

"Agent Weiss? This is Ilan Pasternak. Rothman asked me to contact you."

David took a second to place the name. Ilan Pasternak—the first case, the programmer who couldn't recognize his daughter.

"You're doing better?" David asked.

"Enough to be useful," Ilan said. "Not enough to sleep. Listen—Rothman gave me access to the network data from the Beer Sheva hospital. I'm a computer scientist, I know how to read a distributed network. And what I'm seeing isn't good."

David put it on speaker. Yitzhak leaned in. Both men listened.

"The network is behaving like an autonomous system in degraded mode," Ilan said. "Without the central node, the secondary nodes are trying to synchronize with each other, but they can't—the signals are desynchronized, the frequencies are drifting. It's like a drone swarm that's lost its control tower. They don't return to base. They wander. And when a distributed system wanders, it consumes more energy to maintain coherence. The three activated agents in Haifa, Beer Sheva, and Ashdod—their brain deterioration is accelerating. Not at the rate Rothman predicted. Faster. They don't have seventy-two hours anymore. They have thirty-six. Maybe less."

David hung up. Looked at Yitzhak.

Thirty-six hours. Nine agents plus the three who were dying. A rogue network, pilotless, drifting and devouring its own nodes.

And Yitzhak, sitting in the grass of a cemetery, who'd just heard the consequences of what he'd built. His face was gray.

"There's a way to deactivate all of them at once," he said. "Without diving into nine different dreams. Without forty hours of racing around. One single dive. One single act. But—"

He stopped. Looked at the headstone. Then at David.

"The network is built like a neural network. The twelve agents are the nodes. But the nodes aren't equal. There's a master node—the first agent I infiltrated, the one carrying the original version of the protocol, the one whose signature serves as the template for all the others. If you deactivate the master node, the activation protocol corrupts across all the other nodes. Like a virus in reverse—instead of spreading, it disintegrates."

David felt the question before he asked it. "Who is the master node?"

Yitzhak's gaze was that of a man about to say something irreparable. He opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

Then he said, in a voice so low David had to lean forward to hear:

"Me. I'm the master node. The first signature is mine. I implanted it in my own brain eight years ago, as a test. As proof of concept. And I never removed it."

The Price

The silence lasted five seconds. Five seconds during which David recalculated everything. If Yitzhak was the master node, then the only way to deactivate the entire network at once was to dive into Yitzhak's dream—not the garden of his mother, which had vanished, but what remained underneath. Into the naked grief. Into the foundations. And to break the signature at the root.

"What happens when you break the master signature?" David asked.

Yitzhak didn't look at him. He was looking at his mother's grave.

"In theory? The protocol corrupts in cascade. The nine dormant agents lose their programming. The three activated agents…" He hesitated. "The three activated agents might wake up. Or not. Their brains are already damaged."

"And you? What happens to you?"

Yitzhak closed his eyes.

"The signature has been in my brain for eight years. It's integrated into my neural structures. Ripping it out is like ripping out the foundations of a building." He opened his eyes. "The building collapses."

David understood. Breaking the master signature in Yitzhak's brain wouldn't kill him—that would be too simple, too clean. Breaking the signature would erase Yitzhak's dream structures. His ability to dream. His ability to interpret. His ability to navigate the space the brain constructs every night.

Yitzhak would become what David had been for seven years—a man with an empty REM.

Except that for Yitzhak, the void would be permanent. Irreversible. Not a protocol you can stop. Structural damage.

The phone buzzed. Avi. David looked up. Three silhouettes were approaching between the headstones—the Shin Bet agents, in position, ready to move in.

David raised his hand. Palm open. The universal gesture: hold.

The silhouettes stopped.

David looked at Yitzhak. The man was shattered. Physically and emotionally. Sitting in the wet grass of a Haifa cemetery, back against his mother's grave, with the weight of twenty years of solitude and madness on his shoulders. And he'd just offered to sacrifice the only thing that made him unique—his gift—to stop the machine he'd built.

"You'd accept that?" David said. "Losing the dream. Forever."

Yitzhak looked at the headstone. Rivka bat Avraham. Ima sheli.

Then he said, in the voice of the twenty-two-year-old boy who had decided, in a Haifa hospital, to rewrite death:

"The garden is gone, David. My mother smiled and she left. For the first time in twenty years, she really left." He wiped his eyes with his sleeve. "I don't need the dream anymore. The dream was to keep her. And you taught me something, back there, in the garden."

He touched the headstone. With his fingertips. Gently. The way Daniel had touched the mother's hand.

"The memory is enough."




CHAPTER 18The Collapse

They brought Yitzhak back to Petah Tikva in the cargo area of the SUV. Not out of cruelty—protocol. The Shin Bet doesn't transport suspects up front. Yitzhak didn't resist. He climbed into the vehicle with the docility of a man who's stopped fighting, and fell asleep before they'd left Haifa. David, in the back seat, watched him sleep in the rearview mirror and thought: even now, he dreams. Even exhausted, defeated, curled up in the back of an SUV—his brain builds worlds. It's the last thing to stop.

Basement level 3. Six in the morning. Sarah had prepared the lab. Two beds this time—one for David, one for Yitzhak, separated by five feet of gray tile. Double sensors. Double monitors. The main screen, split in two, displayed both men's brain curves side by side.

Yitzhak lay down without being asked. He knew the procedure better than Sarah—he'd invented it, in a way. His eyes were open, fixed on the ceiling, and he wasn't trembling.

David lay down on the other bed. Sarah attached the sensors. Her hands were no longer shaking—Daniel was awake, in a room upstairs, with a nurse and a tray of soup the child had refused to eat until his mother came back. Sarah had come back. To finish the job.

"Same protocol as the previous dive," she said. "Thirty minutes maximum. Except this time, you're not diving into your own dream. You're diving into Yitzhak's. It's terrain you don't control." She paused. "And the garden is gone. I don't know what's left underneath."

Morgenstern stood in the shadows, near the door. His cane against the wall. His notebook closed. He hadn't said a word since Yitzhak's arrival. He was looking at his former student with an expression David couldn't decipher—not anger, not forgiveness. Something prior to both. Grief, perhaps. The grief of a teacher seeing what his teaching has become.

Sarah typed the command.

The dark didn't open like an eye this time. It exploded. David was hurled—not pulled, hurled—through a membrane that hadn't existed in his previous dives. The difference between diving into your own dream and diving into someone else's was the difference between swimming in your pool and being thrown into the ocean at night.

His dream body hit something hard. Cold. He rolled. His hands scraped across a surface that wasn't ground—it was ash. Gray. Thick. Everywhere.

He got to his feet. Named. Aleph—threshold. Nothing responded. The letters didn't take hold. It was like shouting in a padded room—the sound came out and died instantly. Morgenstern's lexicon, the twenty-two letters, the navigation system that had worked in every simulation and in the garden—all of it slid off Yitzhak's space like water off glass.

David tried Beth. Gimel. Daleth. Nothing. The dream didn't respond to the lexicon because the dream was no longer a text. The garden had been a text—a constructed, architected, interpretable poem. What remained underneath had no structure. No words. No letters. It was emotional white noise. Raw grief, without shape, without direction, without purchase.

David moved forward through the ash. Each step raised a gray cloud that didn't settle—the particles hung suspended at waist height, forming a dry haze that smelled of char. Not the char of fire—the char of after. The smell of cold ashes. The smell of a place where something has finished burning.

The air was heavy. Hard to breathe. David felt the pressure in his chest—not dream pain, real pain. Transmitted through the sensors. His body, in the real world, was reacting to what his brain was enduring in the dream. The pressure increased. Like a giant hand squeezing his rib cage.

He searched for Yitzhak. Called out. His voice was swallowed. Sound didn't carry—the space absorbed everything. No echo. No answer. No presence. David was alone in a desert of ash with no horizon, no visible sky—just a gray ceiling, low, oppressive, descending slowly.

Descending.

David looked up. The ceiling wasn't a ceiling. It was Yitzhak's grief. Solidified. Massive. And it was collapsing. Slowly, inch by inch, like the ceiling of a mine whose supports have given way. The space was compressing. David was going to be crushed. Not metaphorically. Physically. The pressure on his chest became excruciating.

He tried the anchor. Thought of the ibrik. The coffee. The Florentin kitchen. Nothing. The anchor didn't work in a foreign dream—it was his anchor, not Yitzhak's. The ibrik had no meaning here. It was a word in the wrong language.

David dropped to his knees. The ash rose to his thighs. The ceiling was six feet above his head. Then five. The pressure was unbearable—he felt his ribs compressing, his breath shortening, his heart hammering faster and faster.

He thought: the third rule. Offer a better interpretation. But interpret what? There was nothing to interpret. No symbol. No text. No garden. No mother. No elegant trap. Just ash and pain and a ceiling that was collapsing.

The method that had worked in the garden—the truth, Rachel, the bus, the three seconds—didn't work here. Because the garden was the surface. The beautiful lie. What remained underneath was the thing the garden had been built to hide. And that thing had no name. No form. No purchase. It was grief before interpretation. Raw grief. The animal.

The ceiling touched his shoulders. David flattened. Face in the ash. The taste of dust in his mouth. Pressure everywhere—on his back, his head, his ribs. He couldn't breathe. Not enough space. Not enough air.

He thought: extraction. Sarah. Get me out. But the extraction didn't come. Something was blocking—Yitzhak's dream was sealed from the inside. Not deliberately. Structurally. Grief doesn't let anything out because grief never lets anything out. That's its nature. It absorbs. It compresses. It buries.

David heard a beep. Distant. Distorted. The cardiac monitor beep from the real world. His heart. One-seventy. One-eighty. Sarah's threshold was one-ninety. After that—forced extraction. If extraction worked. If the door wasn't sealed.

Something cracked. Not in the dream—in David's body. A sharp, precise pain on the left side of his chest. Like a needle driven between two ribs. And the dark returned. Not the dream dark—the emergency dark. The dark of losing consciousness.

When he opened his eyes, he was no longer in the dream. He was on the lab floor. Not on the bed—the floor. Fallen. Sarah was kneeling beside him, an empty syringe in her hand. She'd extracted him chemically—not through the protocol, through brute force. Adrenaline. The kind of extraction you use when nothing else works. The kind that leaves marks.

Blood. David felt it before he saw it. Warm. Under his nose. He raised his hand. His fingers came back red. Nosebleed. Not a small one—a steady stream running over his lip and dripping onto the gray tile of basement level 3. Sarah was pressing a compress to his face. Her hands were shaking again.

Morgenstern hadn't moved. Standing. Still. His cane against the wall. But his face had changed. The Kabbalist's quiet certainty—the certainty that had carried David through three days of training, three rules, a lexicon of twenty-two letters—was gone. In its place: doubt. The Rav was watching David bleed on the floor and understanding, perhaps for the first time, that his rules weren't enough. That the terrain had changed. That grief without a garden wasn't a text you could read. It was an animal you couldn't name.

On the other bed, Yitzhak hadn't moved. His eyes were closed. His monitoring was stable. The dive had done nothing to the master node—the signature was intact, deep, unchanged.

David had failed. In seven minutes. Crushed like an insect under the weight of a grief that refused to be touched.

David sat up on the floor. Wiped the blood. Looked at Morgenstern.

"Your rules don't work, Rav. Not here. Not in this."

The old man didn't answer right away. He took his cane. Walked to David. Crouched—slowly, painfully, his knees cracking like dry wood. And said, in a voice David had never heard from him—not the master's voice, the voice of a man who doesn't know:

"I know."




CHAPTER 19The Guide

Forty minutes after the failure, David was sitting on the lab bed with an ice pack against his nose and the taste of blood in his throat. Sarah was checking his vitals for the third time. Pulse: 94. Blood pressure: 150/90. Too high for someone doing nothing. The sensors had recorded a cardiac peak of 187 during the dive—three more beats and she'd have had to defibrillate. The adrenaline had done the job, but the brutal extraction had left traces. David's hands were shaking. Not from fear—from chemical discharge. His body was still in survival mode, forty minutes after the threat.

Yitzhak was sitting on the other bed. Awake. Calm. His eyes moved from David to Sarah to Morgenstern with the methodical attention of an engineer assessing damage. He hadn't said a word since the failure. He'd waited. Patiently. Like someone who knows the conversation must come to him and that there's no point forcing it.

Morgenstern broke the silence. "The problem isn't David. The problem is the terrain." He spoke slowly. Choosing each word with a caution David hadn't seen from him before—the caution of a man walking on ground he no longer recognizes. "The garden was a structured space. A text. The letters worked because the dream was built like a language—with grammar, syntax, interpretable symbols. What remains beneath the garden has no structure. It's grief prior to language. Before words. Before letters. The lexicon can't navigate something that isn't a text."

"So what?" Sarah had put down her instruments. Her voice was sharp—not hostile, urgent. "We have thirty-four hours. The network is drifting. Three people are dying in Haifa, Beer Sheva, and Ashdod. And our only method just failed in seven minutes." She turned to Yitzhak. "It's your brain. Your signature. Your grief that nearly killed David. You have a suggestion, or do we just watch the clock run down?"

Yitzhak didn't react to the aggression. He looked at her with something resembling respect—the respect of a man who recognizes a mother protecting her own. Then he said:

"The problem isn't that David can't navigate my grief. The problem is that he goes in alone."

Silence. All three looked at him.

"Nobody can navigate someone else's grief. It's a private space. Intimate. The walls can't be read because they weren't written to be read. They were built to keep everyone out." He leaned forward. Elbows on his knees. The posture of someone about to propose something he knows is dangerous. "But the owner can go in. I know my own grief. I know where the signature is. I know what it looks like. I know what's protecting it. If I dive with David—if we go in together—I can guide him to the root."

Sarah shook her head. Immediately. "No. A co-dive into the same dream space has never been tested. The Targum is calibrated for a single operator. Two brains connected to the same dream—I don't even know what that does to the data. The interference could—"

"The interference is the point," Yitzhak cut in. "When two people share a dream, the space stabilizes. It's in the Codex—chapter four, dreams with multiple witnesses. A single dreamer produces a subjective, unstable, personal space. Two dreamers produce an intersubjective space—more solid, more navigable, because both brains impose mutual constraints. The raw grief can't crush David if my brain is there to give it structure in real time. Not a text structure. A structure of presence."

Morgenstern spoke up. "Berakhot 55b. An uninterpreted dream is like an unread letter." Everyone looked at him. "But the tractate doesn't say you need an external interpreter. It says you need an interpreter. Yitzhak is the only interpreter of his own grief. If anyone can give form to what's beneath the garden—enough form for David to work—it's him." The Rav looked at Sarah. "This isn't in my rules. My rules failed. This is something new."

Sarah said nothing for ten seconds. David counted. She was weighing. Calculating. Her neuroscientist's brain was measuring the risks—two REM signals in the same space, the electrical interference, the feedback loops, the risks of cross-contamination.

Then she said: "I can recalibrate the Targum for two operators. I need an hour. But there's a condition." She looked at David. "I want to see your complete brain data before I send you back in. Not just the dive monitoring. Everything. Including the blue signature."

David felt something contract in his chest. Not the dive pain—something else. The blue signature. Since waking on the road to Haifa, he'd sensed a difference. Slight. Like a piece of clothing that's slightly too big—the fabric moves where it shouldn't. Something was missing. Not a specific memory. Not a name. Not a face. Something subtler. A texture. The exact grain of Rachel's voice when she hummed in the morning. He'd heard it in the kitchen dream—clearly, distinctly. And now, forty minutes after the failed dive, the sound had faded. Not vanished—faded. Like a photocopy of a photo: the image remains, but it loses a half-tone of sharpness.

Sarah saw something on the screen. "David. The blue signature. It changed during the dive." She zoomed in. The data was clear. The blue pattern—thin, regular, subtle—had shrunk. Not by much. One percent, maybe two. As if the dive into Yitzhak's grief had consumed a fraction of the signature.

"What exactly is this signature?" Sarah asked. "And don't tell me you don't know. You know. I can see it on your face."

David knew. He'd understood in the kitchen dream, on the road to Haifa, when the coffee was going cold and the shadows were moving. The blue signature was the liberated memories of Rachel. All the sensory material the protocol had locked away for seven years—the smells, the sounds, the textures, the colors—risen to the surface when David had told the truth in the garden. It was his treasure. His reward. The most precious thing he'd recovered in three days.

And each dive into someone else's grief consumed a fraction of it. The hostile dream burned fuel—and the fuel was Rachel's memories. The voice. The smell. The yellow of the curtains. The loose threads. Every recovered detail could be lost again. Not locked away—burned. Consumed. Gone for good.

"If you dive again," Sarah said, "and it costs another two percent…" She did the math aloud. Without softening it. Because Sarah Katz didn't soften anything when data was at stake. "Fifty dives and you've got nothing left. One single thirty-minute dive, if the intensity matches the first… maybe ten percent. Maybe fifteen. It depends on duration, depth, and the resistance of the terrain."

Morgenstern closed his eyes. He'd understood before Sarah what the blue signature was made of. And he understood what it meant. Each dive didn't cost energy, or time, or courage. It cost memory. The memory of a dead woman. The only thing left of her.

David looked at the ceiling. The gray ceiling of basement level 3. Not the ash ceiling. The real one. Solid. Motionless.

And he thought: every time I dive, I lose a little more of Rachel. The grain of her voice. The smell of the coffee. The yellow of the curtains. The loose threads. The warmth of her palm on my chest. Each dive costs me a fragment of the only thing I've recovered.

And outside, nine grieving people are waiting to be activated by a rogue network. Three others are dying. The clock is running. Thirty-four hours.

And the question isn't: is David willing to pay the price? The price is clear. The price is Rachel—not all of Rachel, not all at once, but piece by piece, memory by memory, grain by grain. The price is the coffee going cold, the Jaffa curtains, the tape on the ibrik's handle, the warmth of her palm on his chest at night.

The question is: would Rachel have wanted him to refuse?

He knew the answer. Practical Rachel. Concrete Rachel. Rachel who believed in gestures, in soups, in phone calls. Rachel who wouldn't have hesitated a second. Rachel who would have said, with that tender exasperation that was her way of loving: stop holding onto me and go help the living.

"Recalibrate the Targum," David told Sarah. "We dive again in an hour."




CHAPTER 20Two

Sarah recalibrated the Targum in fifty-three minutes. Not an hour—fifty-three minutes. She didn't apologize for being early. She connected the sensors to both beds, doubled the monitors, added a third screen for cross-referenced data, and spent seven minutes explaining to Ilan Pasternak, on speakerphone from Beer Sheva, how to read the interference between two synchronized REM signals.

Ilan's voice was that of a man who hadn't slept since the call in the SUV—hoarse, taut, but precise. The computer scientist was back. "If the two signals merge past sixty percent correlation," he said, "pull them both. Immediately. No discussion. Sixty percent is the cross-contamination threshold—beyond that, neither brain knows which one is dreaming what."

David lay down. Sensors on his temples. Bare chest—Sarah had added cardiac electrodes this time. Not as a precaution. From experience. Beside him, Yitzhak lay down. Same position. Same sensors. But something was different in his eyes—not the resignation of the cemetery. Concentration. The expression of an architect about to enter a building he built and is going to demolish from the inside. He knew what was beneath the garden. He'd seen it every night for twenty years. He'd just chosen to build on top of it rather than look.

Morgenstern placed his hand on David's shoulder. The gesture lasted two seconds. He said nothing. Neither did David. Then the Rav retreated into the shadow and Sarah typed the command.

The entry was different. Not the explosion of the first dive—something slower, more controlled, like descending a staircase instead of falling into a well. David felt Yitzhak's presence beside him before he saw him. A warmth. A weight. The sensation of another brain in the same space, like two people in a dark room who sense each other without touching.

Then the ash appeared. The same gray ash. The same taste of char. The same low, oppressive ceiling that had crushed David seven minutes earlier. But this time, the ceiling wasn't descending. It was there—heavy, threatening, close—but it wasn't moving. Yitzhak's presence was holding it in place. The owner of the grief was keeping the grief from collapsing. For now.

Yitzhak materialized beside David. Not like in the garden—not the dream Yitzhak, composed and articulate. The Yitzhak from underneath. Smaller. More stooped. The asymmetric shoulder more pronounced, as if the ceiling's weight were already pressing on him. His eyes were different in this space—not black, not calm. Red. Bloodshot. The eyes of someone who's been staring at something unbearable for a very long time.

"This way," he said. And his voice trembled. He pointed to the right. Toward a spot where the ash was darker, denser, nearly black. "The signature is under there. Deep. I planted it in the most painful memory I had. Because pain is the best safe. Nobody voluntarily goes looking for something in the place that hurts the most."

They walked. The ash clung to David's feet—not like sand, like mud. Thick, resistant, pulling downward with every step. The effort was real. David could feel his muscles—his actual muscles, in the real world—contracting to compensate for the phantom movement. His heart rate climbed. One-ten. One-twenty. The monitor beeped somewhere above them, in a world David could no longer see.

The black ash began showing images. Not projected images—images in the material. Like photographs drowned in concrete, visible through the surface. David saw fragments: a hospital room. Tubes. A metal bed. Hands—a woman's hands, emaciated, yellow, resting on a white sheet. The hands of Yitzhak's mother. Not the garden hands—not the interpreted, smooth, idealized hands. The real hands. The ones from the end. With the bulging veins and the IV stains and the nails nobody had trimmed.

Yitzhak stopped. His body shook. His whole body—a deep, structural tremor, like a building whose foundations are vibrating. The ceiling above them dropped four inches. David felt the pressure return—the giant hand on his rib cage.

"Yitzhak. Keep going. We don't have time."

Yitzhak didn't move. He was staring at his mother's hands in the ash. His own hands hung at his sides, and David saw they were the same shape as the ones in the image. The same long fingers. The same thin wrists. The son had the mother's hands. And the son couldn't move forward.

David grabbed his arm. Physically. In the dream. David's hand on Yitzhak's arm—the contact was electric. A charge that shot up David's arm and exploded in his head. And the images changed. The mother's hands overlaid with other hands. A woman's hands. Younger. Thinner. With a silver ring on the left thumb—the ring Rachel wore, the one she'd found at a market in Akko, the one that had never left her thumb since.

The two griefs were merging. The mother's hands and Rachel's hands, blended in the black ash, indistinguishable.

David released Yitzhak's arm. The images separated. But something had changed—in David's chest, where the blue signature lived, a burn. Subtle. Continuous. The cost. Every contact with Yitzhak's grief was accelerating the consumption.

The silver ring on Rachel's thumb—David tried to visualize it. It was still there. The detail was there. But it was blurrier than before the dive. A half-tone. Like a photocopied photo.

Sarah was right. The price was paid in resolution.

Yitzhak moved forward. They descended. The ash grew thicker, heavier, blacker. The images in the material became more precise—more cruel. The hospital room in detail. The sound of the cardiac monitor. The sound of the breathing machine—that mechanical, regular, obscene hiss that replaces living breath with a pump. The smell. The smell David recognized—not because he knew Yitzhak's mother's smell, but because that smell is universal. The smell of the end. Antiseptic, cold sweat, something sweet and rotting underneath. The smell hospitals try to mask and never can.

Yitzhak walked. He wasn't trembling anymore. Something had locked inside him—the same determination he'd had at the cemetery, when he'd said the memory is enough. He was guiding David through the layers of his own pain like a bomb disposal expert walking across his own minefield. Every step cost him. David could see it—Yitzhak's face was aging with every yard. Not physically. Oneirically. His features hollowed. His eyes sank deeper. His back hunched further. The grief was eating him from the inside as he walked through it.

And then they arrived.

The bottom. The darkest place in the space, where the ash was no longer ash—it was stone. Black. Smooth. Cold. A stone floor that looked like the floor of a morgue.

And at the center, driven into the stone like a nail in wood, the signature. David saw it. Not red—not anymore. Black. A filament, thick as a cable, pulsing slowly, like a heart. It rose from the stone and climbed toward the ceiling, passing through all the layers of ash, all the images, all the memories, and beyond—toward the nine agents, toward the three dying, toward the entire network.

The monster's umbilical cord. The root.

"That's it," Yitzhak said. He wasn't looking at it. He couldn't look at it. His eyes were closed. His face turned away, like someone pointing at an object without wanting to see it. "The signature is anchored in the last memory of my mother. The very last. The final second. The moment the monitor made the continuous tone. The moment I understood. I took that second—that single second—and made it the safe for the entire network. Because nobody would ever voluntarily go there." His voice broke. "Not even me."

David approached the signature. Each step toward it increased the pressure. The burn in his chest became a fire. The blue signature—Rachel's memories—was being consumed at a speed David could feel.

The grain of her voice when she hummed—gone. The exact smell of morning coffee—going. The feel of the linen curtains between his fingers—going. David was walking forward and Rachel was fading. Not all at once. Detail by detail. Like a painting stripped with solvent—the surface layers first, then the deep layers, then the bare canvas.

He reached the signature. The black cable pulsed. Slow. Steady. The heartbeat of a dead heart that doesn't know it's dead.

David reached out. His fingers touched the cable.

The world exploded.

Not an explosion of fire or light. An explosion of pain. Yitzhak's pain—all of it, compressed into that second, the last second of Rivka bat Avraham's life, the continuous beep of the monitor, the silence after the beep, the space between the sound and the scream—all of it poured into David like a dam breaking.

And with Yitzhak's pain, David's pain. The bus. The explosion. The forty seconds of running. The eleven minutes of searching. The moment the paramedic said sit down.

The two pains mixed. Fused. Became one pain. And that single pain was so vast, so total, so absolute that it no longer had edges. It was the world. The entire world was nothing but pain, and David was just a tiny point inside it, and the point was shrinking.

Somewhere, very far away, Ilan Pasternak's voice was shouting into a phone: "Correlation at fifty-eight percent! Fifty-nine!"

David gripped the cable. His fingers closed around the signature. The pain climbed higher—beyond what the brain can process, beyond words, beyond thought. There was no more David. No more Yitzhak. No more Rachel. No more Rivka. Just pain and the hand gripping and the cable resisting.

The cable resisted. It didn't want to be torn out. Because pain never wants to be torn out. Pain is convinced it's necessary. Pain is convinced that without it, nothing would remain. That releasing the pain means releasing the person. That not hurting anymore means forgetting.

And David, in the middle of the fusion, understood why the third rule had failed and why the truth wasn't enough and why even the co-dive couldn't, on its own, break the signature.

Because the signature couldn't be torn out. It had to be replaced. Not with a better interpretation. Not with truth. With something that was not pain and had the same power as pain. The only thing in the world that has the same power as pain.

David didn't think. His brain was no longer capable of thought. What remained of him—the hard kernel, the last point of consciousness in the ocean of merged pain—did the only thing left to do.

He didn't pull the cable. He injected something into it. Not a memory. Not a word. Not a letter. A feeling. The only thing that remained after pain had burned all the details, all the images, all the voices, all the smells. The thing that was underneath everything. Underneath the coffee. Underneath the curtains. Underneath the ring on the thumb. Underneath Rachel's very name.

Love.

Not love as an idea. Not love as a word. Love as a raw force, as primitive and as animal as pain, as prior to language, as irreducible. Love that doesn't need memories to exist. Love that remains when everything else has burned.

The cable cracked.

The crack ran along the black filament—upward, through the layers of ash, through the hospital images, through the ceiling, beyond Yitzhak's dream, into the network, toward the nine dormant agents and the three dying ones. The crack propagated at the speed of thought. And everywhere it passed, the cable's black changed color. Not blue. Not red. White. The color of nothing. The color of a clean void, of silence after a storm, of the page before the writing.

Yitzhak screamed. A scream with no sound—a dream scream, silent, that tore through space like a sheet of paper. The signature was being ripped from his brain. Not like a bandage—like a root. Twenty years of growth, of branching, of neural integration—all of it uprooting in a single second.

David felt the floor give way. The ceiling collapsed. The ash rose in a gray wall that swallowed everything.

"Sixty percent!" Ilan's voice, distant, panicked. "Pull them! Pull them NOW!"

White. Pain. Light. The lab floor. The gray ceiling. The real ceiling. The fluorescents. Sarah above him, two empty syringes this time. Blood—not just the nose. The ears. A thin, warm trickle down the neck.

David turned his head. Yitzhak was on the floor too. Fallen from his bed. Eyes open. Fixed. Body racked with tremors—not shivers, convulsions. Sarah threw herself on him. Stabilized his head. Shouted something David couldn't hear because his ears were ringing and the world was covered in a white veil that wouldn't clear.

Then Ilan, on the speaker, said something. Quietly. Almost a whisper. Like someone who doesn't dare believe what he's reading.

"The network is dead. Every node. All at once. It's over."

David closed his eyes. Searched for Rachel. Searched for the coffee. The curtains. The ring. The voice. The grain. The warmth. Searched for anything—a detail, a fragment, a crumb.

He found silence. Not the chemical dark. Not the protocol dark. A soft, warm silence that no longer contained details but contained something else. A presence without form. A love without image.

Rachel was no longer in the details. The details had burned. But Rachel was still there. Somewhere. Not as a memory. As an imprint. The mark someone leaves when everything else has disappeared. The mark that doesn't fade because it isn't made of memory. It's made of what remains when there is no more memory.

David opened his eyes. Blood on the tile. Sarah bent over Yitzhak. Morgenstern motionless in the shadow. And on the main screen, where twelve red dots had glowed for days, nothing remained. Twelve extinguished dots. Twelve dead lines. The network had ceased to exist.

The price: David could no longer remember Rachel's voice. Or the smell of the coffee. Or the yellow of the curtains. Or the feel of linen between his fingers. Or the silver ring. Or the gap between her front teeth. Or the warmth of her palm on his chest at night. All of it was gone. Burned. Consumed by the dive.

But he remembered that he had loved her. And he knew, with a certainty that needed no details to exist, that she had loved him too.

It was enough.




CHAPTER 21The Day After

David stayed on the floor for eleven minutes. He knew because he was counting the beeps of Yitzhak's cardiac monitor—a regular, stubborn sound, the sound of a heart refusing to stop despite what had just been done to it.

Eleven minutes during which Sarah stabilized Yitzhak, stopped the convulsions with an IV anticonvulsant, checked his pupils, his blood pressure, his oxygen saturation.

Eleven minutes during which David, lying on the tile of basement level 3, stared at the ceiling and tried to remember Rachel's face.

He couldn't. Not the whole face—there were fragments. The shape of the chin. The line of the eyebrows. The general impression of a face he'd loved. But the details—the precise, living details, the ones the blue signature had brought back from seven years of dark—were gone. Burned. Like photographic negatives exposed to light for too long.

He tried the voice. Nothing. He knew Rachel had a voice. He knew that voice existed, that it had a particular timbre, that it rose when she was excited and dropped when she was tired. He knew all that as a fact—the way you know that Paris is the capital of France. But the sound was absent. The sensory experience of the voice, the vibration in the air, the way she pronounced his name with a slight Ashkenazi accent on the D—all of it had vanished. Not a black hole. Something worse than a black hole. An empty space with a label on it that says "Rachel's voice" and nothing inside. Wrapping without a gift.

He tried the smell of the coffee. Nothing. He knew Turkish coffee had a smell. He could describe it in words—strong, bitter, with a note of cardamom. But describing it in words wasn't smelling it. The words were road signs pointing to an empty place.

He tried the curtains. A yellow. Vague. Washed-out. Like a color seen through a dirty window. The linen, the texture, the loose threads—gone. Rachel saying that imperfect things are more alive—he remembered the sentence, not the voice that said it.

He tried the ring. The silver ring on the left thumb. He knew it existed. He knew Rachel wore it. But he couldn't see it anymore. The image was a white rectangle with the word "ring" written on it—the concept, not the memory.

David closed his eyes. Opened them. The gray ceiling was still there. And the absence was still there. And he thought: so this is what it's like. Seven years of chemical protection to keep from losing Rachel, and I lost her anyway. Not in a bus. In a dream.

Morgenstern approached. Sat on the floor beside David. Not on a stool, not on a chair—the floor. The old man folded his legs with a grimace of pain and settled onto the cold tile as if he'd decided that was his place.

"How do you feel?"

The most ordinary question in the world. David answered with the truth: "Empty. But not the emptiness from before. A different emptiness."

Morgenstern nodded. "The emptiness before was a closed door. This one is an open door. The difference is that open doors are more frightening than closed ones. Because you can see what's on the other side."

Sarah's phone rang. Ilan. She answered on speaker without taking her eyes off Yitzhak.

"Talk," she said. "Fast."

Ilan's voice was different. Calmer. Slower. The voice of someone who's just seen something enormous and doesn't yet know how to put it into words.

"The network is dead. Confirmed. All twelve nodes are dark. The nine dormant agents—their red signatures are gone. Completely. Their brain data has returned to normal. They didn't notice a thing. Tomorrow morning, they'll wake up as if nothing happened. They'll never know what they were carrying in their heads."

Sarah closed her eyes. One second. The second of relief—short, intense, the entire body releasing tension at once. Then she opened them.

"The three activated?"

Ilan's silence lasted four seconds. "Two out of three. The Haifa agent and the Beer Sheva one. Their curves are normalizing. Slowly—it'll take days, maybe weeks. But the degradation process stopped at the exact moment the network collapsed. They're going to make it. Probably."

The pause.

"The Ashdod agent. The retiree. She… her brain was too damaged. The degradation had reached the deep structures. When the network collapsed, there was nothing left to save. She's been brain-dead for twenty minutes. The hospital is waiting for the family's authorization to disconnect."

David heard the name without knowing it. A retiree from Ashdod. Sixty-seven years old. A name on a file in a cardboard folder he'd flipped through in an SUV a few hours earlier. A woman he'd never met, who didn't even know she'd been carrying a signature in her head, who'd gone to sleep one evening like every evening and would never wake up. Because Yitzhak's network had found her. Because her grief was deep enough to serve as an anchor. Because she'd lost someone and that loss had made her vulnerable to a man she'd never seen.

How many dead? David counted. Mahmoud al-Hakim—dead, brain destroyed by permanent REM. The first. The test. The unwilling guinea pig for an experiment that should never have existed. The Ashdod retiree—dead, same cause, a few hours later. Two dead. Two people who'd gone to sleep one evening like every evening and hadn't woken up.

Plus Daniel, fourteen months of coma—awake, but with what aftereffects? Fourteen months of muscle atrophy, fourteen months of lost socialization, fourteen months of arrested cognitive development. At age nine.

Plus Ilan Pasternak, weeks of identity confusion—he couldn't recognize his daughter's face. He was better. But better isn't healed.

Plus the two agents in Haifa and Beer Sheva, damaged, in uncertain recovery, whose doctors said "probably" without being able to say "definitely."

Plus the nine dormant agents who would never know they'd been carrying a bomb in their heads.

Plus Yitzhak himself, whose body was still intermittently trembling on a lab bed with a REM that would never function again.

The ledger of a man who wanted to rewrite death: two additional deaths. And cracked lives everywhere.

Sarah stood from her post at Yitzhak's bedside. Her hands were steady now—operational mode had taken over. "He's stable," she said. "The convulsions have stopped. But his REM data is…" She searched for the word. Didn't find it. Went to the screen. Showed them.

Where the master signature had pulsed for eight years, there was nothing. Not a flat line—nothing. Yitzhak's REM activity had vanished. Not reduced. Not altered. Abolished. His brain no longer produced dreams. Would never produce dreams again. The architect of dreams had lost the ability to dream.

David stood. Slowly. His legs held. The blood had dried on his ears—dark scabs he could feel when he touched his lobes. He walked to Yitzhak's bed. Looked at the man asleep—not asleep, unconscious. The face was relaxed. The right shoulder, even lying down, remained higher than the left. The hands—his mother's hands—lay on the sheet, open, fingers slightly spread.

David looked at them and no longer saw the mother's hands in the black ash. That memory too was fading. The dive took everything—not just Rachel. Every detail of the dream experience was dissolving, like a normal dream upon waking. Except that what was dissolving wasn't a dream—it was the most intense imagery David had ever seen in his life.

Sarah's phone rang again. Not Ilan this time. An unknown number. She answered. Listened. Her face changed—not worry, something different. Puzzlement.

"Understood," she said. "Send them."

She hung up. Looked at David. Then at Morgenstern.

"The Shin Bet finished analyzing the digital data seized from Yitzhak's apartment in Haifa. They found the twelve copies of the Codex. Not physical—digital. Sent by encrypted email to twelve different addresses six months ago." She paused. "But there's a problem. There were thirteen transmissions. Not twelve. The thirteenth was sent three weeks ago. To an address nobody can trace. Someone else has the Codex. Someone we don't know."

The silence in basement level 3 was absolute.

Morgenstern placed both hands on his cane. His knuckles went white.

David looked at the screen where the twelve dots were dark. The network was dead. The immediate threat was over. But the Codex—the knowledge, the technique, the recipe for infiltrating dreams and building networks of sleeper agents—was in the hands of someone they didn't know. Someone who'd received the instruction manual for the most dangerous weapon ever invented and who didn't have Yitzhak's scruples. Someone who might not want to bring back their mother. Someone who might just want to destroy.

The basement door opened. A nurse appeared. She was looking for Sarah.

"Dr. Katz? Your son is asking to see you. He says he's hungry."

Sarah looked at the door. The nurse. The stairs leading to Daniel. Then she looked at the monitors. Yitzhak unconscious. David standing, covered in dried blood. Morgenstern sitting on the floor. The screen with its darkened dots. And the thirteenth transmission blinking in her head like a silent alarm.

She removed her gloves.

"I'll be ten minutes," she said. "My son is hungry."

And she went upstairs.




CHAPTER 22The Thirteenth

Yitzhak woke at noon. Not gradually—all at once. His eyes opened like a drowning man breaking the surface, and the first thing he did was search for something. David saw it. The rapid sweep of the eyes, left-right, the reflex of a man searching for a familiar object in an unfamiliar room.

Except what he was searching for wasn't in the room. What he was searching for wasn't anywhere.

"I can't see anything anymore," Yitzhak said. Not his eyes—his eyes were working, David could tell from the reactive pupils, from the gaze that landed on objects with precision. He could see the basement, the monitors, the ceiling, David sitting on the stool beside him. He could see all of that. But he was talking about something else. "Before, when I closed my eyes, there was always something. Shapes. Colors. Sketches. Even awake—especially awake. My brain was constantly building. Structures. Architectures. That's how I thought. Not in words. In spaces." He closed his eyes. Opened them. "Now, when I close my eyes, it's dark. Just dark."

David said nothing. He knew exactly what Yitzhak was describing. He'd lived it for 2,657 nights. The dark. The total absence of images. Dream blindness. Except David's dark had been chemical—a protocol, a choice, a switch you could turn off. Yitzhak's dark was structural. Irreversible. The building had collapsed, as he'd predicted at the cemetery. And the rubble wasn't rebuilding.

Yitzhak turned his head toward David. Looked at him. For a long time. With the attention of a man trying to read something on a face and who no longer has the tools. "You bled," he said. "The ears." David touched his lobes. The dry scabs. "Yes." Yitzhak nodded. No remorse on his face—something more complex. Understanding. The understanding of someone who knows the price was paid on both sides and both parties are diminished.

"Did it work?"

David answered with facts. The network. The twelve nodes dark. The nine dormant agents freed. The two activated agents in recovery. The Ashdod retiree. Brain death. Disconnected this morning.

Yitzhak listened without expression. When David spoke the retiree's name—Miriam Elkaim, sixty-seven, former schoolteacher—something passed through Yitzhak's eyes. Brief. A contraction. Not surprise—pain. He knew that name. He'd chosen her personally. He knew she'd lost her husband to a heart attack two years earlier, that she lived alone in a three-bedroom apartment facing the sea, that she fed the stray cats in the parking lot and never went to sleep before two in the morning because the bed was too big without him. He knew all of that because he'd spent months studying her before planting the signature in her brain. And now she was dead. Because of him.

"The network is destroyed," David said. "But there's still a problem."

Yitzhak waited. Not with impatience—with the resignation of a man who knows there's always a problem after the problem.

"The Codex. Twelve copies sent six months ago. Identified, located, being recovered by the Shin Bet. But there's a thirteenth transmission. Three weeks ago. An address nobody can trace." David leaned toward Yitzhak. "Who did you send it to?"

The silence lasted eight seconds. David counted. Eight seconds is a long time in a room where everything is monitored, recorded, observed. Eight seconds during which Yitzhak looked at the ceiling, then his hands, then David, then the ceiling again.

And David saw the struggle. Yitzhak's last battle—not oneiric, not mystical. Human. The battle between telling the truth and keeping the last thing he had left. The last secret. The last stone in the wall.

"Do you remember what I told you in the garden?" Yitzhak asked. "That I tested the technique on Daniel to find out if the network was possible. That it was the most monstrous thing I'd ever done." David nodded. "That wasn't true. The most monstrous thing I ever did, I did three weeks ago."

Yitzhak sat up on the bed. Slowly. Every movement cost him—not physically, neurologically. His body worked, but his brain, stripped of its architectural capacity, was sending hesitant, imprecise signals, like a driver who's lost his bearings in a city he knew by heart.

He placed his feet on the tile. Sat on the edge of the bed. Facing David.

"When I realized the network would be ready—when the twelve agents were in place and the Codex was finalized—I had a moment of lucidity. Not lucid madness, not genius. Real lucidity. The kind that comes sometimes in the middle of obsession, like a flash of lightning in a storm, and shows you exactly what you're doing. And what I saw terrified me."

His hands clasped. Tightened. "I saw that the Codex was too dangerous to exist. Not in my hands—in anyone's hands. Including mine. I saw that even if the correction worked—even if I brought back my mother—the Codex would remain. And someone else would find it. And that someone might not have a mother to bring back. They might have something else in mind."

David listened. Motionless. Blood was pounding in his temples.

"So I did something insane. I sent the Codex to the only person in the world who could understand what it contained and decide to destroy it. Not an agent. Not a scientist. Not a government. Someone who would understand both sides—the power and the danger. Someone who'd lived long enough in both worlds to know that certain knowledge shouldn't exist."

David felt the answer before Yitzhak spoke it. He felt it in the back of his neck, in his gut, in the hollow of his stomach where certainties lodge before rising to the brain. He felt it because it was the only possible answer. Because Yitzhak had only one master. Because the Guardian had only one interpreter. Because the son could entrust the destruction of his work to only one person.

"Morgenstern," David said. "You sent it to Morgenstern."

Yitzhak didn't confirm. He didn't need to. His eyes said yes.

And David turned his head toward the shadow where the Rav usually stood, in the corner of the lab, his cane against the wall, his notebook closed, his sharp eyes behind the glasses.

The shadow was empty. Morgenstern was gone. David hadn't seen him leave. Nobody had seen him leave. The Rav had left the basement without a sound, with the discretion of an old man who walks slowly and whom nobody watches because everyone is busy looking at the monitors and the data and the darkened dots on the screen.

"When did he receive it?" David asked. His voice was calm. Too calm. The calm of the Mossad agent that takes over when the brain detects a threat. "Three weeks. And he said nothing to you? He said nothing to us?"

Yitzhak shook his head. "I didn't tell him it was me sending it. The address was anonymous. The file was encrypted. But the content—the Codex itself—is written in a style Morgenstern would recognize immediately. It's his teaching. His concepts. His method. Pushed to the extreme, distorted, twisted—but recognizable. Like a son's voice in a scream."

David stood. Looked for his phone. Found it on the console, beside the monitors. Dialed Morgenstern's number.

Ring. Two. Three. Four. Five.

Voicemail. The Rav's voice, calm, precise, recorded: You've reached Rav Morgenstern. Leave a message after the tone.

David hung up. Tried again. Same result.

He called Avi Rothman. "Where's Morgenstern?"

"He left an hour ago," Avi said. "Said he was going home. My guys dropped him in Bnei Brak. Why?"

David looked at Yitzhak. Yitzhak looked at David. And the two men—the agent with the empty REM and the architect with the dead dreams—understood the same thing at the same instant.

Morgenstern had had the Codex for three weeks. He hadn't destroyed it. He hadn't reported it. He'd kept it.

And now he was gone. With the most dangerous thing a Kabbalist could possess: the instruction manual for rewriting reality.

The question was no longer: would Morgenstern destroy the Codex?

The question was: had Morgenstern already started using it?




CHAPTER 23Bnei Brak

Rav Morgenstern's apartment was on the third floor of a 1960s building on Rabbi Akiva Street, between a shuttered grocery and a holy books shop whose window display hadn't changed since Ben-Gurion died.

David climbed the stairs behind Avi. No elevator. The bare concrete steps smelled of cheap detergent and the second floor's cooking—fried onions, sunflower oil, the smell of every apartment building in Bnei Brak since the city's founding.

David counted the steps out of habit. Thirty-six. His legs were trembling at the eighteenth. Not from fatigue. From something else. His muscles were no longer responding properly—micro-tremors, involuntary, like a low-intensity electric current running through his thighs and forearms. The dive had left damage. Not just in his memory. In his body.

The apartment door was open. Not forced—open. Lock intact. Mezuzah in place.

David went in first. Avi behind, hand on his weapon by reflex, even though both men knew there'd be nobody inside.

The apartment was small. Two rooms. A living room that served as office, library, and dining room. A bedroom. A narrow kitchen. Books everywhere—on shelves, on the desk, stacked on the floor, laid open on the armrest of the armchair. The smell of old paper, leather binding, dust that accumulates on pages turned too infrequently. The smell of the life of a man alone who lives only to read.

The desk was empty. Not tidy—emptied. Drawers open, contents absent. Not a pen. Not a notebook. Not a sheet of paper. Morgenstern's famous notebook—the one where he'd written everything since day one, the data, the observations, the rules—was nowhere. The laptop was gone. The charger hung from the outlet, alone, like a severed umbilical cord.

Morgenstern had left methodically. He'd taken what he wanted to take and left the rest. The books. The furniture. The life from before. He no longer needed them.

David sat in the Rav's armchair. The leather was worn, molded to the shape of a body that had sat in it for thousands of hours. He placed his hands on the armrests. Felt the marks of Morgenstern's fingers in the leather—grooves, like scars, where the nails had scratched during years of reading and reflection.

And he thought: three weeks. Morgenstern had had the Codex for three weeks. He'd received, read, understood, and kept the most dangerous weapon in the world—and during those three weeks, he'd trained David. He'd taught him the letters. The anchor. The three rules. He'd sent him into Yitzhak's dream. He'd watched him bleed. He'd said "I know" when the rules failed.

And the whole time, the Codex was in his drawer. Within reach. And he'd said nothing.

Avi's phone rang. He answered. Listened. His face sealed shut like a vault. He hung up. Looked at David.

"The Beer Sheva agent. The one who was getting better. The one Ilan said would make it." Pause. "Cerebral hemorrhage twenty minutes ago. Emergency surgery. They couldn't stop it."

Avi didn't say the word. He didn't need to. Dead. Three dead now. Mahmoud. Miriam Elkaim. And the Beer Sheva agent—David couldn't remember his name, it was in the file, somewhere in the SUV or on the lab floor or in a previous world where names still mattered.

David didn't react. He registered the information the way you register a sound in a room already full of noise—one more beep in an alarm that never stops. Three dead. And the network was supposed to be destroyed. And the master signature was supposed to be broken. And the dive was supposed to have stopped everything.

But the cerebral hemorrhage didn't need the network. The hemorrhage was residual damage—the crater left after the explosion. You can defuse the bomb, but the bomb has already made a hole, and the hole doesn't close.

Avi placed his hand on David's shoulder. "Let's move. My analysts traced Morgenstern's internet connections. He used a VPN, but he made a mistake—a single unencrypted access, forty-eight hours ago, from a public Wi-Fi network. A bus station."

David looked up. "Which station?"

Avi looked at him. "Tsfat."

Safed. The city of Kabbalah. The city where Isaac Luria had written the Zohar. The city where Kabbalists had come to die for five hundred years because they believed the air was purer, closer, thinner. The city where an old man with a Codex in his pocket would go to do the only thing a Kabbalist can do with a sacred and forbidden text: put it to the test.

David got out of the armchair. His legs were no longer trembling. They were weak—not trembling, weak. The difference is that trembling is active and weakness is passive. David's muscles were no longer contracting enough. The dive had cost more than memories. It had cost muscle tone, coordination, motor precision. David walked like a seventy-year-old man. He was thirty-nine. He'd been thirty-eight three days ago, before the letters, before the ibrik, before the garden, before the ash, before the black cable. Three days. Three days and he'd aged thirty years in his body.

They took the road. Heading north. Bnei Brak to Tsfat. Three and a half hours.

David settled into the back of the SUV and tried to sleep. Sleep didn't come. Not the chemical dark from before—the dark was gone with the protocol. Not the natural sleep from the Haifa road—natural sleep required memories to build dreams, and David no longer had enough memories. He remained in an intermediate state, eyes closed, body still, brain suspended between wakefulness and a void that didn't even have the decency to be rest. The insomnia of the emptied. The sleep of those who have nothing left to dream.

The phone. Sarah. David answered.

"Yitzhak talked," she said. "He woke up again an hour ago and asked to see Ilan Pasternak. I don't know why. I set up a video call. They spoke for seventeen minutes. I didn't understand everything—they were speaking in technical terms, distributed network, residual nodes, propagation. But Ilan called me right after."

Sarah's voice changed. Not in tone. In density. As if every word weighed more.

"Ilan says the network isn't completely dead."

David opened his eyes. The road scrolled past. The Samarian hills. The pines. The white December sky.

"The cable you broke—the master signature—that was the activation protocol. The trigger mechanism. The one that told the dormant agents: wake up. That protocol is dead. Nobody else will be activated. The nine dormant agents are free. That's done. But the underlying network—the connections between brains, the channels Yitzhak dug over years to link the agents to each other—those channels aren't destroyed. They're empty. Deactivated. But structurally intact. Like tunnels with the trains removed: the tunnels still exist. And someone who has the Codex—someone who knows how those channels work—could reactivate them. With a new protocol. For a new purpose."

The SUV was doing ninety on Route 6. David stared at the landscape without seeing it. The channels still existed. The network wasn't dead—it was dormant. And Morgenstern had the Codex. Morgenstern who'd spent his life studying dreams. Morgenstern who knew the channels better than Yitzhak—because it was he who had taught Yitzhak the fundamental principles of dream navigation. The master. The source. And he had the tool. And he was in Safed.

David hung up. Closed his eyes.

And in the dark—the empty dark, without Rachel, without curtains, without coffee, without anything—a voice rose. Not the Rav's voice. Not Yitzhak's voice. His own. Cold. Logical. Merciless. The voice that says the things nobody wants to hear because they're true.

You opened this door, David. Not Yitzhak. Not Morgenstern. You. You entered the garden. You broke the wall. You freed the grief. And now the grief is free and the Codex is out and three people are dead and the network is an empty tunnel that anyone can fill. You wanted to save Daniel. You saved him. But look at the price. Look at what you opened. Look at what came out.

The voice was right. David knew it. Every action he'd taken since day one had produced consequences he hadn't foreseen. Entering Yitzhak's dream had freed Daniel—and had shown Yitzhak his technique worked, confirming twenty years of labor. Breaking the cable had killed the network—and had revealed that the channels survived, giving whoever possessed the Codex a ready-made infrastructure. Telling Yitzhak about Rachel had opened the garden—and had consumed Rachel's memories, leaving David empty. Every act of rescue had spawned a destruction. Every victory had birthed a defeat.

And David thought of the morning prayer—the one he hadn't recited in years but whose words still lived somewhere in the deep layers of his memory, where even the dive hadn't been able to reach. Vehasser me'aleinu makat oyev, dever, herev, holi, tsara, ra'a, ra'av, veyagon, oumash'hit, oumagefa. Remove from us the strike of the enemy, pestilence, the sword, disease, distress, evil, famine, grief, the destroyer, the plague.

Everything. Everything had come to pass. Not in symbol. In flesh. The enemy had struck—Morgenstern, the master, the protector, gone with the weapon. The contagion—the network whose channels lay dormant beneath the surface, ready to be reactivated. The sword—three dead. The disease—David's body failing, muscle by muscle, tremor by tremor. The distress—the vise closing, each choice worse than the last. The evil—the Codex in the wild. The famine—no more sleep, no more dreams, no more memories. The grief—Rachel reduced to a concept, a name without a face, a love without an image. The destroyer—David himself, who had touched everything and broken it believing he was saving it. The plague—the knowledge spreading, unstoppable, contagious, lethal.

The prayer hadn't failed. It had been inverted. Every word of protection had reversed into a curse. Every shield had become a weapon.

And David, sitting in the back of a Shin Bet SUV driving toward Safed at ninety miles an hour, understood something he'd never understood in thirty-nine years of life, not at the yeshiva, not at the Mossad, not in the dark of 2,657 nights: he was not certain that God was on his side.

Not that He didn't exist. Not that He wasn't listening. Something worse. The dizzying, unbearable possibility that God listens perfectly, sees perfectly, understands perfectly—and decides that what is happening to David is exactly what should happen.

The SUV entered the Galilee. The mountains rose around the road like walls.

And David, eyes open in the dark of his empty skull, did not pray.




CHAPTER 24Safed

They arrived in Safed at nightfall. The city was perched on the mountain like an animal clinging to a rock—alleyways made of stairs, blue stone walls, narrow doors and tall windows looking down at the valley below. The evening light turned the stone to gold. David didn't see the gold. He saw the stairs. Hundreds of steps between the parking lot below and the old city above.

His legs wouldn't hold. He knew it before he started. But he started anyway because there was no other path and because legs that won't hold still hold when there's no alternative. It's a thing the Mossad teaches and the body confirms: you fall when you can afford to fall. As long as you can't, you walk.

Avi had located the Wi-Fi connection. A café in the old city. The Rav had accessed it once, forty-eight hours earlier, for eleven minutes. Municipal security cameras showed an old man with a cane, a black travel bag, and a slow gait, walking up the Kabbalists' alley toward the ancient cemetery. After that, nothing. Morgenstern had vanished into the alleys of Safed like a drop of ink in a glass of water.

David climbed the steps. Avi stayed below—he was coordinating the teams covering the access points. Two plainclothes agents followed David at a hundred feet. Discreet. Useless. If Morgenstern was somewhere in these alleys, he wasn't fleeing. Seventy-year-old men with canes don't flee. They settle. They wait. Or they finish what they've started.

The alleys were empty. Winter drained Safed of its tourists—only residents remained, yeshiva students, artists who painted biblical scenes for the shuttered galleries, and the cats. Dozens of cats. Everywhere. On the steps, in the corners, on the window ledges. They watched David pass with the total indifference of creatures with nothing to fear from anyone.

David thought of Daniel asking for his cat when he woke up. Then he tried to remember the cat's color and couldn't. Another detail gone. The dive was still consuming—not just Rachel, everything. The details of the operation itself were dissolving, like a dream fading after waking. Except this wasn't a dream. It was his life over the last three days. And it was being erased.

He found Morgenstern in the cemetery. Not the Neve Sha'anan cemetery—Safed's old cemetery, the one where the sixteenth-century Kabbalists are buried. Luria. Cordovero. Karo. The headstones were painted blue, covered in moss, some so old the inscriptions had been eaten by time.

The Rav was sitting on a stone wall, facing the tomb of Isaac Luria—the Ari, the Lion, the one who had revolutionized Kabbalah five hundred years ago. His cane was beside him. His black travel bag was open at his feet. And on his knees, the notebook. The famous notebook. Open. But David saw that he wasn't writing in it. He was reading it. Rereading his own notes.

David stopped fifteen feet away. His legs decided that was enough. They folded. He sat on a grave—someone whose name had disappeared—and looked at his teacher.

Morgenstern raised his head. He wasn't surprised. His eyes were calm. Not the calm of serenity—the calm of resolution. The calm of someone who has made a decision and has stopped fighting it.

"You took longer than I expected," he said. "I assumed Yitzhak would tell you immediately who he'd sent the Codex to. Apparently, he waited."

David didn't answer right away. His throat was dry. He hadn't had water since Bnei Brak. Hadn't eaten since basement level 3—when? This morning? Yesterday? Time had lost its shape. The days were blurring. Events were piling up without order.

"Three dead, Rav. Mahmoud. Miriam Elkaim. The Beer Sheva agent. Three people. Dead. And you've had the Codex for three weeks and you said nothing."

Morgenstern closed the notebook. Placed both hands on it. The same hands that had touched David's shoulder before the dive—a two-second gesture, without words. The hands of a teacher. The hands of a liar.

"I didn't lie to you, David. I said nothing to you, which is different. Lying is active. Silence is passive. The halakha makes the distinction."

Something broke in David's chest. Not an organ. Not a bone. Something more fundamental—trust. The last thread of trust connecting him to this man over three days, through the letters, the ibrik, the three rules, through "you have the foundations." The thread snapped. And David felt the void it left. One more void. One too many.

"The halakha," David said. "Three people are dead and you're quoting me the halakha." His voice wasn't rising. It was dropping. The lower it dropped, the more dangerous it became—Avi knew it, the Mossad case officers knew it, the targets David had turned knew it. The calm voice of David Weiss was the most threatening thing he possessed. More than the letters. More than the rules. More than the dive.

"Why, Rav? Why did you keep the Codex?"

Morgenstern looked at the Ari's tomb. For a long time. Then he spoke. Not like a man justifying himself—like a man explaining something complicated to someone he respects too much to simplify.

"When I received the file three weeks ago, I knew immediately what it was. And I knew who had sent it. The style. The concepts. The architectural diagrams. It was Hassan's work—my student, my failure, my intellectual son whom I'd expelled because his theory was possible." He paused. "I read the Codex in one night. And I understood something I hadn't understood when Hassan was at the yeshiva. He wasn't wrong. Not entirely. The idea that dreams can modify reality—the idea that dream consensus can crack the consensus of reality—that idea isn't insane. It's in the texts. It's in Berakhot 55b. It's in the Zohar. It's in everything I've taught for forty years. I taught it. And when a student took it seriously, I expelled him."

David felt the cold climbing. Not the cold of Safed's night. The cold of understanding. Understanding something he didn't want to understand.

"I kept the Codex because I needed to know," Morgenstern continued. "Not whether the technique worked—you proved it works. But whether it could be used differently. Not to rewrite death. Not to correct consensus. For something else." His eyes returned to David. Sharp. Intense. Not the eyes of a tired old man. The eyes of a Kabbalist touching something he'd searched for all his life. "To heal. Broken dreams. Trauma. Children like Daniel. Soldiers. Bombing survivors. People whose brains are prisoners of a pain they can't interpret. The Codex isn't just a weapon, David. It's also a therapeutic tool of staggering power. And destroying it would be—"

"Destroying it would be the only responsible thing to do." David's voice was flat. "Three people are dead. A child spent fourteen months in a coma. A man will never dream again. And you're sitting on the Ari's tomb telling me the Codex could heal people." He leaned forward. His hands were shaking—the micro-tremors had returned, stronger than in Bnei Brak. "That's exactly what Yitzhak said, Rav. Exactly the same words. Just a different goal. He wanted to rewrite death. You want to heal trauma. The result is the same: someone decides the Codex is too precious to destroy. And someone else dies."

Morgenstern didn't answer. For the first time since David had known him, the Rav had no answer. Not because he couldn't find the words—because he knew David was right. And that David was wrong. And that both were true at the same time. And that this contradiction—the Codex is a weapon, the Codex is a cure—was the oldest contradiction in the world. Fire burns and fire warms. The knife kills and the knife feeds. Knowledge destroys and knowledge heals. And nobody, since the beginning of humanity, had figured out how to keep one without the other.

David's phone rang. Sarah. He answered automatically.

Sarah's voice was different. Not urgent. Not clinical. Something he'd never heard from her. Fear.

"David. It's Daniel. He fell back asleep an hour ago. Naturally. The sleep of a child in recovery. But his data—his REM curves—they're not normal. There's a pattern. A pattern I recognize." She stopped. David heard her breathing through the phone. Short. Fast. "It's the red signature. It's back. Not in the network—the network is dead. In Daniel. In his brain. As if Yitzhak's passage left a permanent imprint. As if fourteen months of coma printed the protocol into his neural structures. Daniel is dreaming with the Guardian's signature. And I don't know how to stop it."

David looked at Morgenstern. Morgenstern looked at David.

And between them, on the five-hundred-year-old grave of a Kabbalist who'd believed he could repair the world, the truth lay—naked, cold, irreparable. The Codex couldn't be destroyed because it might be the only way to save Daniel. The Codex couldn't be kept because it would kill again. And the only man who knew how to navigate a nine-year-old's dream—Yitzhak, the architect, the Guardian—had just lost the ability to dream. Forever. By David's hand.

Evening fell on Safed. The stars appeared—cold, precise, indifferent.

And David understood that the prayer hadn't been inverted. It had never been a protection. It had always been a list. The list of what happens to the living. And the living don't get the choice to refuse.




CHAPTER 25The Injection

David descended the steps of Safed without Morgenstern. The Rav had refused to move. Not with violence—with the still calm of a man sitting on a stone wall who has decided this is the right place and nobody will dislodge him.

"I'm not leaving, David. Not before I've made a decision about the Codex. And that decision isn't made in a Shin Bet SUV."

David hadn't insisted. He no longer had the strength. His legs carried him to the parking lot—thirty-six steps up, thirty-six down, except on the way down his knees made a sound they hadn't made three days ago. A sharp crack. Regular. The sound of a worn mechanism.

At the twenty-third step, he fell. Not a misstep. Not a slip. The right knee refused to bend at the right moment and David pitched forward. His right hand caught the railing. His left hand—the one that had been trembling since Beer Sheva—didn't respond fast enough. He hit the stone with his elbow. The shock traveled up through the shoulder. Brief, sharp pain.

He hung from the railing for four seconds, one knee on the ground, the other twisted beneath him, the wind knocked out of him. The two plainclothes agents were a hundred feet back. They didn't move. Out of discretion. Out of training. Out of the dreadful courtesy of men trained not to help those they've been told to watch.

David stood up. Continued. Looked at no one.

In the SUV, he called Sarah. "How is Daniel?"

Sarah's voice was a machine's. Flat. Factual. The voice she used when emotion would have been a luxury she couldn't afford. "Stable. The red signature pattern is constant—no progression, no regression. He's still asleep. Natural sleep. But the REM curves show the pattern is integrated. This isn't a passing disturbance. It's structural. Like a scar in the dream tissue."

David closed his eyes. The return trip. Safed to Petah Tikva. Three and a half hours. He had three and a half hours to decide. No more. Because Daniel was sleeping and each REM cycle with the imprinted signature was reinforcing the mark. Like a path in the grass—the more you walk on it, the more permanent it becomes. And if the imprint consolidated, Daniel would no longer be a child who'd survived the Guardian. He would become the next node. The next vector. A nine-year-old child with the protocol of a dead network etched into his brain, waiting for a signal to reactivate.

He had to dive into Daniel's dream. Now. Before the scar became a channel. Before the path became a road.

But David couldn't dive. His body was destroyed. His blue signature consumed. His REM empty—empty of emptiness, not even the chemical dark. He had nothing left to navigate a dream with. Nothing except Morgenstern's lexicon. And one thing more.

In the Safed cemetery, while Morgenstern was talking about the Codex and healing and the impossibility of destroying knowledge, David had looked at the notebook open on the Rav's knees. He'd read it. Not consciously—by reflex. A Mossad agent's eyes read everything within range. It's automatic. You don't turn it off.

And on the open page of the notebook, Morgenstern had written something that hadn't been in the three days of training. Something he hadn't taught David. A protocol. Three lines in Hebrew. A diagram. The title, in square letters: Hadlaka. Ignition.

The direct injection protocol—the technique Yitzhak used to plant the red signature in a sleeper's brain. The technique reversed: instead of planting a protocol, erasing it. Instead of igniting, extinguishing. The anti-Hadlaka.

David had read it in six seconds. Memorized it in three. His field brain—the Mossad brain, the one that never lets go—had photographed the page without asking permission from the rest of David. And now, in the SUV heading south at ninety, the protocol was there. In his head. Clear. Precise. Usable.

The problem: the protocol required a dive. You had to enter Daniel's dream, locate the red signature imprint, and apply the anti-Hadlaka—a sequence of reversed letters that erased the pattern the way a magnet erases a magnetic tape. Simple. Elegant. Exactly the kind of solution Morgenstern would design.

The Rav had written this protocol in his notebook. Which meant he'd thought of it. Which meant he knew Daniel would be in danger. Which meant he'd prepared the solution before leaving for Safed. And he hadn't given it to David. He'd left it in the notebook. Open. Readable. Like a trap. Or like a gift.

David called Sarah. "Prepare the Targum for a solo dive into Daniel's dream. I'll be there in three hours."

Sarah's silence lasted seven seconds.

Then: "No."

"Sarah—"

"No. Your resting pulse is 94. Your hands are shaking. You bled from the ears six hours ago. Your post-dive EEG shows micro-lesions in the left temporal cortex. If you dive again, you risk a stroke. Not a theoretical risk. A real one. Documented. Measurable. I'm not connecting you to the Targum in this state. This is a medical refusal."

David hung up. Waited thirty seconds. Called Avi.

"I need you to contact Sarah Katz and give her a direct order from the Shin Bet. Authorization for an emergency dive into the dream of Daniel Katz. Objective: erasure of a residual red signature imprint. National security threat—if the imprint consolidates, Daniel becomes a potentially reactivable dream node."

Avi thought. Not long. "That's defensible," he said. "If the child can be reactivated, it's a threat." Pause. "But David. Sarah is his mother. And you're asking me to override the medical refusal of a mother to dive into her son's brain."

David looked at the road. The hills. The white sky. "Do it."

Avi did it. Because national security orders override medical refusals. Because the system is built that way. Because when a Shin Bet agent says "national threat," the protocols engage and mothers no longer have a say. It's a thing the system knows how to do. It's not a thing the system should do. But the system doesn't know the difference. And neither did David. Not anymore.

When the SUV arrived in Petah Tikva, Sarah was waiting in basement level 3. The Targum was calibrated. The sensors were ready. Daniel's bed—the small bed, the one with the safety rails and the pediatric monitoring—had been pushed next to the dive bed.

Daniel was sleeping. His face was calm. His hands on the blanket. A nine-year-old child sleeping in a government basement with electrodes on his temples and a dead man's signature in his brain.

Sarah didn't look at David when he entered. She didn't speak to him. She did her job. Connected the sensors. Checked the levels. Calibrated the Targum. Her movements were precise, professional, impeccable. And entirely mechanical.

Something had died between them—not trust, something subtler. Respect. Sarah had respected David since day one because he'd agreed to risk his life for her son. That respect had survived three days of danger, blood, and terror. It hadn't survived Avi's call. David had used the State against a mother. And Sarah would never forgive him.

David lay down. Sensors on his temples. Cardiac electrodes. The anti-Hadlaka protocol in his head—three lines, a diagram, reversed letters.

He knew it was dangerous. He knew his body might not hold. He knew the protocol came from Morgenstern's notebook and that Morgenstern had left the page open deliberately and that everything coming from Morgenstern was now suspect. He knew all of that. He did it anyway. Because he could no longer stand doing nothing. Because Daniel was nine years old and had a cat and eyes that knew the difference between real and fake. Because someone had to act and nobody else could. And because David Weiss, retired Mossad agent, man with an empty REM, widower without memories, body in decay—David Weiss didn't know how not to act. It was his strength. It was his flaw. It was what was going to destroy everything.

Sarah typed the command.

Daniel's dream was blue. Not the blue of Safed. Not the blue of the sky. The blue of a child's bedroom at night, when the nightlight casts soft shadows on the walls and everything is quiet and the whole world fits within a space twelve feet by ten.

There was a bed. Toys. A window with stars drawn on the curtain. And a cat. A tabby, ginger and white, asleep at the foot of the bed. Daniel's cat. The real cat—the cat of memory, not the cat of the garden.

Daniel wasn't visible. But his presence filled the space like a temperature—warm, stable, childlike.

David located the signature. It was in the wall. Not on the wall—in the wall. Like a damp stain that's seeped through the paint and marked the stone underneath. The red pattern, fibrous, pulsing faintly, integrated into the very fabric of the child's dream.

David approached. Raised his hand. Began the protocol. The reversed letters. Aleph inverted. Beth mirrored. Gimel backward. The letters left his hand and touched the wall. The red trembled. Began to fade.

The protocol was working.

Then something happened. The reversed letters didn't just erase the red signature. They erased the wall. Because the signature was integrated into the dream—imprinted in the very structures of Daniel's dream space. Erasing the signature meant erasing part of the dream. And erasing part of a nine-year-old's dream meant erasing part of his inner world.

The bedroom wall cracked. The cat raised its head. The stars on the curtain flickered and went out. One by one. Like candles blown out by a wind nobody had invited.

And David felt—with the cold, precise, surgical horror of a man who understands what he's done at the exact moment he can no longer stop it—that the reversed letters didn't sort. They erased everything. The red and the blue. The signature and the dream. The monster and the child.

He pulled his hand back. Too late. The protocol was launched. The reversed letters continued their work, autonomous, like acid poured on a canvas—eating the paint and the canvas together, indiscriminately, systematically. Daniel's bedroom was dissolving. The bed lost its colors. The toys became gray shapes.

The cat—the tabby, ginger and white—looked up at David with an expression David would never forget, even without memory, even without recollections, even without anything. The expression of an animal that doesn't understand why the world is disappearing around it.

Extraction. Brutal. Third in two days. Sarah's syringe. The lab floor. The gray ceiling. Blood—this time, not the nose, not the ears. The eyes. David felt the warmth on his cheeks before he understood. He was crying blood. Not tears. Blood. The conjunctival capillaries had burst under the pressure of the dive.

Sarah held his head to the side. Her hands were steady. Her hands weren't shaking. She was doing her job. She wasn't looking at him.

And on Daniel's monitor, the curves changed. The red signature vanished. Erased. Cleanly. Permanently. The protocol had worked.

But Daniel's REM curves changed too. The dream activity—the regular peaks and troughs of normal paradoxical sleep in a nine-year-old—flattened. Not completely. Not like Yitzhak. But a thirty percent reduction. Thirty percent of Daniel's dream capacity, destroyed by reversed letters that didn't sort.

Thirty percent of his dreams. Thirty percent of his inner world. Gone. Because David had acted. Because David couldn't stand doing nothing. Because Morgenstern's protocol worked exactly as Morgenstern had designed it—efficient, brutal, and blind.

Sarah read the data. Said nothing. Removed Daniel's sensors with slow gestures. Took her son in her arms. Carried him out of the basement. She didn't close the door behind her. She no longer needed to. There was nothing left to protect from David.

David stayed on the lab floor. Blood was drying on his cheeks. The gray ceiling above. The monitors beeping. Daniel's empty bed. The smell of disinfectant and adrenaline. And the silence of Sarah climbing the stairs with her son in her arms and not coming back.

He'd saved Daniel from the red signature. He'd also destroyed thirty percent of his dreams.

And somewhere in the ruined blue of a child's bedroom that no longer existed, a tabby cat was still looking at him with eyes that didn't understand.




CHAPTER 26The Silence

The first sign was the Targum.

At 7:32 PM, the main screen of basement level 3 went dark. Not a malfunction—a shutdown. The machine completed its current cycle, recorded the final data, closed its processes one by one in the exact order of the shutdown procedure, and died.

Sarah checked the power supply. The current was working. The fluorescents were on. The cardiac monitors were beeping. Everything else in the basement was functioning. Only the Targum had stopped. She tried to restart it. The screen stayed black. She opened the casing. The components were intact—nothing burned, nothing melted, nothing broken. Everything was in place. Everything was clean. Everything was dead.

Ilan Pasternak, reached by phone from Beer Sheva, didn't understand. "The hardware is sound?" "Yes." "The software is corrupted?" "No. The files are all there. Integrity verified." "Then reboot the operating system."

Sarah rebooted. The screen displayed the logo. Loaded the drivers. Opened the interface. Then closed. Cleanly. No error message. No crash. The machine turned on, verified that everything worked, and decided to turn off. Like a man who opens his eyes in the morning, looks at the ceiling, and closes them again.

Ilan tried remotely. For forty minutes, he sent commands, modified parameters, reinstalled modules. The Targum turned on with each attempt. Verified itself. Shut down.

Forty minutes. The same cycle. Power on. Verification. Power off.

At the forty-first minute, Ilan said: "I don't understand. There's no technical reason for this machine to refuse to function."

Refuse. The word a computer scientist never uses for a machine. But it was the only word that fit.

David was sitting in the basement hallway, back against the wall, when Sarah came out of the lab. She didn't look at him—she hadn't looked at him since the dive into Daniel. She walked past and went upstairs.

David stayed sitting. He'd heard. The Targum was dead. The only machine capable of synchronizing a controlled dream dive—the machine Sarah had built, calibrated, perfected over months—no longer worked. For no reason. No cause. No explanation.

The second sign was the notebook.

Avi called at 8:15 PM. His men had searched the Bnei Brak apartment a second time. Methodically. Drawer by drawer. Book by book. They'd found something David hadn't noticed during his visit: Morgenstern's notebook. Not the one the Rav had taken to Safed—another one. An old one. Dated twenty years back. The era when Hassan ben Yossef was still his student.

Avi had opened it. The first pages were filled with the Rav's tight handwriting—class notes, diagrams, Talmudic references. Then, at page forty-seven, the handwriting changed. Larger. More agitated. A young man's handwriting. Hassan. The student had written in the master's notebook. And the master had let him.

"What's written," Avi said, "I don't understand any of it. It's in Hebrew, with diagrams, numbers, formulas that look like physics or prayer—I can't tell. But there's one page. Just one. That's different. It's in French. Morgenstern's handwriting. Not the young man's. It's a personal note."

Avi read: "I saw today that he was right and that I should have understood sooner. The technique works. I tested it on myself three nights ago. I entered my own dream with the letters and modified the space. It's possible. It's real. It's the most terrifying thing I've ever seen. I must stop him. Not because he's wrong. Because he's right."

Twenty years. Morgenstern had known for twenty years. He'd tested the technique on himself. He'd confirmed it worked. And he'd expelled Hassan—not because the student was delusional, but because the student was right. And the teacher had been afraid. And the teacher had lied. For twenty years. To Hassan. To David. To Sarah. To everyone.

Rav Morgenstern, moral authority of the operation, guarantor of the rules, inventor of the lexicon—had lied since day one.

David hung up. Set the phone on the floor. Left it there. He no longer knew what to do with it. Objects were beginning to lose their function—the phone was for calling people, but the people he called told him things he would have preferred not to know. The Targum was for diving into dreams, but it had stopped working. The body was for acting, but the body was giving out. The legs, the hands, the eyes—everything still worked, technically, but each function executed with a lag, a delay, an approximation that made David dangerous to himself and to others.

He was a worn tool. A detuned instrument. A machine that powered on, verified itself, and should have shut down.

The third sign was Yitzhak.

At nine o'clock, the duty nurse entered the basement to check Yitzhak's vitals. She found him awake. Sitting on the edge of the bed. Feet on the floor. Eyes open, fixed, aimed at a point on the wall the nurse couldn't identify.

She spoke to him. He didn't answer. She checked his pupils—reactive. His blood pressure—normal. His pulse—sixty-two. Everything was working. But Yitzhak wasn't speaking. Wasn't moving. Wasn't reacting. He was looking at the wall.

The nurse called Sarah. Sarah came down. Examined Yitzhak. Spoke to him in Hebrew, Arabic, English. Waved her hand in front of his eyes. Clapped her hands. No reaction.

The brain data showed normal activity—cortex awake, cognitive functions active, no coma, no measurable dissociation. Yitzhak was there. Conscious. Present. He had simply stopped participating. Like the Targum. Powered on. Verified. Off.

David entered the room. Sat across from Yitzhak. Looked at him. Yitzhak's eyes were open but no longer seeing David—they were seeing the wall, or something behind the wall, or nothing.

David said: "Yitzhak." Nothing. "Hassan." Nothing. The name his mother used. The name of the garden. The name of the boy from Haifa. Nothing.

Yitzhak had withdrawn. Not into a dream—he could no longer dream. Not into a coma—his functions were intact. He'd withdrawn into a place that was neither dream nor waking. A place without a name. A place where people go who've lost everything—the gift, the garden, the mother, the network, the purpose—and have no reason to come back.

David sat across from him for ten minutes. Then he stood. Went out. Climbed the stairs. Walked down the hallway. Pushed through the ground-floor door.

The night air hit him—cold, dry, December air in the suburbs of Tel Aviv. He sat on the curb. The government building's parking lot. Cars. Streetlights. The distant sound of Route 4. A normal world. A world that knew nothing about basement level 3, or the dead Targum, or the silent Yitzhak, or the Daniel whose thirty percent of dreams had been burned by a man who'd wanted to save him.

David tried to think. The brain refused. Not from fatigue—from saturation. Too much information. Too many losses. Too many causes and consequences and chains and guilts and deaths and bad choices and necessary choices and identical outcomes no matter what was chosen.

David's brain, the brain trained by the Mossad to function under pressure, the brain that had navigated dreams and broken signatures and named letters and survived ash and fire—that brain refused to think. It sat on the curb and looked at the parking lot and thought nothing.

That was when he understood. Not through reflection. Through sensation. A sensation he'd never had—not in the garden, not in the ash, not in the blue of Daniel's bedroom. The sensation that something had closed. Not a door. Not a window. Something larger. As if the space in which he'd been operating for four days—the space of possibilities, of actions, of choices—had contracted all at once. Reduced. Narrowed. Until it contained nothing more than the curb, the parking lot, the night, and him.

He'd had time. From the beginning. Since the first briefing with Sarah. Since Morgenstern's first letter. Since the first dive. Time to understand. Time to stop. Time to say no—no to the second dive, no to the anti-Hadlaka, no to the national security order that overrode a mother, no to the reversed letters in a child's dream.

The time had been there. Generous. Patient. Time hadn't hidden. Hadn't disguised itself. It had been visible, readable, available—like a sign on a road that says "last exit before the tunnel."

And David had kept going. Because he didn't know how to stop. Because acting was easier than understanding. Because the Mossad had taught him to move forward and nobody had taught him to step back.

And now the time was up. The Targum no longer worked. Yitzhak no longer spoke. Sarah no longer looked at him. Morgenstern was gone. The Codex was somewhere in the wild. Daniel was sleeping with thirty percent fewer dreams. And David was sitting on a curb in Petah Tikva with a body that was failing and a brain that refused to think and a sensation—clear, cold, indisputable—that what had just happened was not a consequence of his actions. It was a decision. Not his. Not an enemy's. Not a system's. A decision that came from nowhere and everywhere, like rain, like night, like the silence after a noise that has lasted too long.

It wasn't a punishment. Punishments have a cause, a motive, a logic. It wasn't revenge. Revenge has an author. It was a stop. The world had kept functioning while David acted—for four days, the world had let it happen, had watched, had counted the deaths and the mistakes and the bad choices and the irreparable gestures. And then the world had decided that was enough. Without anger. Without urgency. Without return.

David sat on the curb. Cold rose from the concrete through his pants. The streetlights hummed. The stars—the same stars as in Safed, the same stars as everywhere—said nothing.

And David knew, without proof, without voice, without sign, that what came next would no longer depend on him.




CHAPTER 27Morning

David left the building at five o'clock. He didn't know why. He hadn't slept. He hadn't decided to go out. His body had risen from the hallway floor where he'd spent the night—not lying down, sitting, back against the wall, legs outstretched, in a position sleep had not visited—and his legs had carried him toward the door.

The night guard watched him pass. Said nothing. The guard had seen men walk out of this building at five in the morning before. He knew what it looked like. He knew you don't talk to them.

The air was cold. Not Safed's dry cold—the damp cold of the coastal plain in December. A cold that enters through the wrists and the collar and settles into the bones without asking permission.

David was wearing the same clothes he'd had on for three days. Gray pants. A shirt that had been white. No jacket. He didn't have a jacket. He hadn't thought to grab one when he'd left his Tel Aviv apartment four days ago to answer a call from Sarah Katz. Four days. The number meant nothing. Numbers had stopped measuring anything.

He walked. The sidewalk ran alongside a four-lane road—Route 4, empty at this hour, barely lit by the orange streetlights humming in the silence. Across the road, a park. David crossed without looking. No cars. The world wasn't yet in motion. The world was sleeping. The world was doing the thing David no longer knew how to do.

The park was small. Municipal. Concrete benches with wooden slats. Green trash cans. A playground—a slide, a swing set, a rubber surface. And trees. Carob trees. Ficus. Eucalyptus with bark peeling in long gray ribbons. In December, the trees of the coastal plain don't all lose their leaves—some are evergreen, others not. The ficus kept their dark green. The carobs too. But the few plane trees along the central path were bare. Stripped. Their black branches traced cracks in the gray sky.

And on the ground, beneath the trees, the dead leaves formed a thick, damp, brown layer. Not raked. The municipality of Petah Tikva didn't rake dead leaves in December. It waited for winter to end. So the leaves stayed. They rotted. They blackened. They returned to the earth.

David walked through the leaves. They crunched under his feet—a dry crack when they were crisp, a soft sound when they were wet. The smell rose—not a bad smell, not a good smell. The smell of organic decomposition. The smell of matter returning to where it came from. Humus. Soil. Earth reclaiming what belongs to it without paperwork and without notice.

He sat on a bench. The wood of the slats was cold. Wet with the night's dew. The cold passed through his pants and reached the skin. David didn't move. He had nowhere to go. Basement level 3 was behind him—the dead Targum, the silent Yitzhak, Sarah who no longer looked at him. Safed was to the north—Morgenstern sitting on a wall with the Codex and his notebook and twenty years of lies. Tel Aviv was to the south—his empty apartment, his empty bed, his empty life. No direction made sense. Every direction led somewhere and none led anywhere better than another.

The sky lightened. Not all at once—by degrees. The gray grew paler. The horizon line—the buildings of Petah Tikva, the cranes, the antennas—cut more sharply. Day was arriving. It arrived the way it arrives every day since the beginning of the world—without effort, without announcement, without regard for the people who would have preferred it didn't. Day doesn't ask permission. It comes.

A man crossed the park. Old. Small. A gray cap. A plastic bag in his hand. He walked slowly, with the caution of the old who know wet ground is treacherous. He passed David without seeing him. Or seeing him and deciding there was nothing to see—a man on a bench at five in the morning is not an event. It's a fact. The city produces hundreds every night. Men on benches.

The old man continued. Disappeared behind the carob trees. The plastic bag swung to the rhythm of his steps. He was probably going to buy bread. Or milk. Or both. Old men buy bread and milk early in the morning. They've always done it. They'll always do it. The world turns on bread and milk and old men who walk early.

David looked at the bare plane trees. The black branches. The leaves on the ground. The decomposition. And he thought nothing. Not by will—by absence. Thought didn't come. The way sleep didn't come. The way memories no longer came. The way the Targum no longer turned on. Things were ceasing to function, one by one, without violence, without drama. They stopped. And the world continued around the stopped things, the way a river's water continues around a stone.

A cat crossed the path. Gray. Thin. Quick. It disappeared under a bush without looking back. David thought of Daniel's cat—the tabby, ginger and white, the one that had looked up in the dissolving dream. Then he tried to remember the cat's exact color and couldn't. Another detail gone. But this time, the loss didn't hurt. Not because he was getting used to it—because the pain was wearing out too. Even pain had a lifespan. Even grief decomposed, like the leaves, like matter, like everything that exists in time. Things are born, they last, and they return. The earth takes back. That's all.

At six, the sounds began. The city was waking up. Engines. Shutters. A radio somewhere—a news bulletin in Hebrew, the morning report, the anchor's neutral tone announcing deaths and weather with the same inflection. The world was resuming its routine. The world was doing what it does every morning since forever: it continued. Without asking David if he wanted to continue with it.

David got up from the bench. Not by decision. By reflex. The legs moved. The feet landed on wet ground. The body advanced. He walked toward the park exit. Dead leaves crunched under his steps. Cold air entered through his collar. Day was breaking.

There was no way out. He knew it. Not the way you know a fact—the way you know a temperature. It was in his body. In his cold bones. In the trembling muscles. In the eyes that were no longer looking for anything.

There was no Plan B. No next dive. No rule number four. No hidden letter in the alphabet. No master emerging with an answer. No prayer that reverses the course of things. There was none of that.

There was the ground under his feet. The wet ground. The ground of dead leaves and dirt and dew. The ground that existed before David and would exist after. The ground that asked nothing and promised nothing and refused nothing. The ground.

David walked. His feet made the sound feet make on wet leaves. He crossed the road. Pushed through the building door. The guard watched him come back in. Said nothing.

David descended the stairs toward basement level 3. Step by step. Concrete under his soles. The smell of disinfectant. The fluorescents.

He didn't know what he was going to do. He didn't know if there was anything left to do. But his feet were descending the steps and his body followed and the ground carried him.

That was enough. Not good. Not right. Not comforting. Enough.




CHAPTER 28The System

At eight o'clock, Avi Rothman came down to basement level 3. He was carrying a coffee in a cardboard cup and a folder under his arm. He found David sitting on the metal stool, facing the Targum's dead screen. He didn't ask how David was doing. He set the coffee in front of him and opened the folder.

"We have a documentation problem," Avi said. "Everything that happened over the last four days doesn't exist. No official operation. No warrant. No legal framework. The Shin Bet covered the operation with temporary emergency codes that expire tonight at midnight. After that, the building reverts to the Ministry of Defense, the basement goes back to being a storage space, and the four days we just lived through never happened."

He opened the folder. Forms. Dozens of forms. "I need you to sign the liability waivers. Every dive. Every intervention. The three deaths need to be reclassified—natural causes for Mahmoud and the retiree, vascular accident for the Beer Sheva agent. The families have been informed. The autopsies have been directed."

He set a pen on the table. "It's paperwork. Two hours."

David took the pen. It was blue. Bic. The kind of pen you find in any office of any administration in any country. He signed the first page. His name. The date. Initials. The pen shook slightly in his hand—the micro-tremor hadn't gone away, but it had stabilized at a level that still allowed writing. Not calligraphy. Approximate letters, legible, sufficient.

David signed the second page. The third. He didn't read the documents. The words were there—"waiver of civil and criminal liability," "non-conventional intervention in a national security context," "defense-classified for a period of thirty years"—but the words meant nothing. They were shapes on paper. The way the letters of Morgenstern's lexicon had been shapes in the dream. Tools. Mechanisms. Things you use without asking whether they have meaning.

He signed for forty minutes. Page after page. Form after form. The stack diminished. The coffee cooled in its cup. David didn't drink it. The smell of the coffee—he'd caught it, vaguely, when Avi had set it down. But the smell no longer triggered anything. No memory. No pain. No Rachel. The smell was sensory information without a destination. A signal that reached the brain and that the brain registered and filed and forgot in the same second. Like the monitor beep. Like the hum of the fluorescents. Background noise.

At nine o'clock, Sarah came down. She was carrying Daniel in her arms—the child was too weak to walk on his own. His legs, after fourteen months of atrophy, didn't yet support his weight. She passed David without stopping. Entered Daniel's room. Placed the child on the bed. Checked the monitoring sensors—the sensors she hadn't removed, because a child with thirty percent less dream capacity requires continuous surveillance.

She did all of this with precise, economical, professional gestures. The gestures of a mother-doctor who has integrated both functions into one body and no longer draws the distinction.

David watched her through the open door. He said nothing. There was nothing to say. Sarah didn't look at him—not out of hostility, out of efficiency. Looking at David served no purpose. It didn't repair the thirty percent. It didn't recalibrate the Targum. It didn't restore things to a previous state. So she didn't look at him. And David accepted this with the same passivity with which he accepted the forms, the cold coffee, the blue pen, the fluorescents.

Things were what they were. They didn't need his agreement to exist.

At ten o'clock, a technician arrived. A young man. Twenty-five, maybe twenty-six. Short hair. T-shirt under a military jacket. He was carrying an equipment bag and a mission order signed by Avi. He'd come to disassemble the Targum. Not repair it—disassemble it. Piece by piece. Pack the components in numbered crates. Label. Inventory. Store.

The Targum would be sent to a classified military laboratory for post-operational analysis. The technician didn't know what the machine did. He knew how to take it apart. That was his job.

He started with the sensors. Unscrewed. Stored. Labeled. His movements were quick and precise—the movements of a man who disassembles equipment every day and doesn't ask questions about what he's disassembling.

David watched the Targum disappear. Piece by piece. Screen. Casing. Cables. Processors. The machine Sarah had built—the only machine in the world capable of synchronizing a dream dive—was reduced to components in gray plastic crates. The technician took three hours. He didn't speak. He didn't ask what the machine did. He filled out an inventory form, had David sign it—one more signature, one more set of initials, the blue pen trembling—and left with the crates on a cart.

Basement level 3 was empty. The beds were there—two metal beds, wrinkled sheets, abandoned sensors on the pillows. The monitors were there—off, black screens, dangling cables. Sarah's console was there—keyboard, mouse, an empty coffee mug with a brown ring at the bottom.

The space looked like what it had been before the operation: a storage basement under a government building in Petah Tikva. A place of no importance. A place that no longer contained anything of what had happened there.

At one o'clock, Avi came back down. New coffee. New folder.

"There's something else," he said. "The twelve copies of the Codex. Eleven have been recovered and destroyed. The Shin Bet seized the hard drives, erased the files, verified the backups. Eleven out of twelve. The twelfth—the one belonging to the Ashdod agent, Miriam Elkaim—had been transferred to a USB drive that wasn't in her apartment. We haven't found it. We're still looking."

He set the coffee down. "And the thirteenth. Morgenstern. My men in Safed report he's still in the cemetery. He hasn't moved. He hasn't eaten. He hasn't slept. He's sitting on the wall reading his notebook. My guys brought him water—he drank it. That's it. He doesn't talk. He doesn't answer questions. We can't arrest him—he hasn't committed any crime. Possessing an encrypted file isn't illegal. Neither is opening it."

Avi looked at David. "What do you want to do?"

David looked at the empty basement. The beds. The dark monitors. The space where the Targum had been—a rectangle of dust on the floor, where the machine had sat for months. The ghost of an object.

"I don't know."

Avi nodded. Not with impatience. With the patience of men who run operations and know that people who say "I don't know" are sometimes more useful than people who say "I know."

"In the meantime, I need you for something else." He opened the second folder. "The nine freed dormant agents. They're healthy. They don't know anything. But protocol requires discreet medical follow-up—remote dream surveillance for six months. No intervention. Just reading data. I don't have anyone on my team who can read a dream EEG. Sarah refuses to leave Daniel. Ilan is still recovering in Beer Sheva." He looked at David. "That leaves you."

The task was technical. Neutral. Necessary. Read curves on a screen. Compare data. Write weekly reports. Verify that the nine freed individuals were sleeping normally, dreaming normally, living normally. Nine ordinary people. A math teacher. A nurse. A bus driver. A student. A lawyer. A cook. An electrician. An artist. Nine lives that continued without knowing they'd nearly ended.

The work was nothing glorious. Nothing redemptive. It was surveillance. Monitoring. Paperwork with curves instead of words.

"All right," David said.

Avi left the folder. Climbed the stairs.

And David sat alone in the empty basement with a cold coffee, a blue pen, a rectangle of dust on the floor, and a job that would repair nothing, save no one, and answer none of the questions that had brought him here.

But it was a job. And the job existed. And the job didn't ask David whether he still believed in something. It only asked that he read the curves and write the reports and be there tomorrow at the same time.

He hadn't chosen to come back. He simply hadn't been excluded. The system had kept him—not out of loyalty, not out of gratitude. Out of need. Someone had to read the curves. David knew how to read curves. The rest didn't interest the system.

He opened the folder. Started reading.




CHAPTER 29The Report

The technician's name was Yossi Brenner. Twenty-six. Reservist. Assigned for eight months to the Shin Bet's technical logistics unit, Petah Tikva office. His job was to transport classified equipment from one point to another, disassemble it when told, reassemble it when told, and fill out the corresponding forms. He didn't ask questions. Questions weren't in his job description. He'd disassembled the Targum the day before—forty-seven components, three crates, an inventory form signed by a man with trembling hands whose name he didn't know.

On the morning of the fifth day, Yossi received a transfer order. The three crates were to be transported to the Sdé Boker military laboratory, in the Negev. Secured transport. Light armored vehicle. One driver. No escort—the contents weren't classified as high-risk material. It was medical hardware. Category B. The same classification level as MRI machines in military hospitals.

Yossi loaded the crates into the vehicle at seven o'clock. Checked the straps. Closed the tailgate. Signed the exit slip. The driver—a twenty-three-year-old corporal named Erez—pulled out at 7:15.

The problem wasn't the transport. The problem was something nobody had foreseen, nobody could have foreseen, and that the inventory form didn't cover.

Page fourteen of the form, Section C, heading "components with electromagnetic risk." The heading contained a question: "Does the dismantled equipment contain active-emission elements?" David had checked "yes." Because the answer was yes. The Targum's REM synchronization module emitted a low-intensity electromagnetic signal—harmless under normal operation, listed in the technical specifications Sarah had provided.

The form then asked for the required isolation level. David had indicated "military standard," in accordance with specifications.

What the specifications didn't say—what Sarah herself didn't know—was that the module had changed. Three dives in forty-eight hours. Three human brains connected to the machine. And with each dive, the synchronization module had absorbed micro-residues of neural activity—infinitesimal electrical imprints, well below the detection threshold of any instrument.

The module's signal hadn't increased in power. It had changed in nature. It was no longer a simple electromagnetic emission. It was a hybrid frequency—half electronic, half biological—that no existing isolation protocol accounted for, because nobody in the world had ever built a device capable of synchronizing two human brains in a shared dream space.

There was no standard for what the Targum did. No form asked the right question.

Yossi had read the form. He'd seen the box checked "yes" for active emissions, and the isolation level indicated as "military standard." He'd applied the corresponding protocol: polyethylene foam sheath, antistatic separators, reinforced mounting. Exactly what the procedure called for. Exactly what would have been sufficient for any active-emission component in the military databases.

And Yossi Brenner, twenty-six, reservist, did what the procedures said. That was his job. That was his competence. That was what was expected of him. And the procedures, this time, were insufficient.

The light armored vehicle left Petah Tikva via Route 40 heading south. The road was straight. Traffic was light. Erez was doing fifty-five. The crates were secured in the rear, correctly isolated, in accordance with protocol.

The REM synchronization module, in crate number two, was emitting its signal—faint, constant, theoretically contained by the standard sheath. But the signal had changed. The biological component—that hybrid frequency born from three dives into human brains—passed through the isolation as if it didn't exist. The polyethylene foam blocked conventional electromagnetic emissions. It blocked nothing that had no name.

Inside the armored cabin, the signal bounced off the metal walls. It concentrated. It interfered.

At 8:43 AM, near Kiryat Gat, the vehicle's onboard navigation system disconnected. The screen displayed an error message. Erez wasn't concerned—he knew the route. Three minutes later, the radio communication system emitted a continuous white noise. Erez switched it off. Four minutes later, the electronic cruise control engaged without input. The vehicle accelerated. Erez braked. The anti-lock braking system hesitated—a half-second hesitation, a click in the pedal, the kind of thing that sometimes happens with military vehicles whose electronics age poorly. Erez braked harder. The vehicle slowed. Erez exhaled. Continued.

At 9:11 AM, the climate control system activated at maximum power. Freezing air. Erez turned it off. The system turned back on. He turned it off again. It turned back on.

The module's signal was interfering with the vehicle's data bus—the internal network connecting all the electronic systems. Not an attack. Not a hack. Noise. A parasitic noise that entered the network the way tinnitus enters an ear and disrupted each system one after another, without logic, without order, without predictability.

At 9:27 AM, the vehicle was doing seventy on Route 40, northern Beer Sheva section. The anti-lock braking system received a parasitic signal that it interpreted as an unlock command. The brakes partially disengaged. Not completely—partially. Enough to increase braking distance by forty percent.

Erez didn't know. He had no way of knowing. The dashboard indicator showed nothing abnormal. The system had received a signal and obeyed. Systems obey. That's their function.

The fuel tanker was stopped on the shoulder. Broken down. The driver was out. He was walking along the road, phone to his ear, calling a tow truck. He was wearing a yellow vest.

Erez saw him. He also saw the tanker's trailer extending into the right lane—twenty inches of sheet metal in the path of the armored vehicle. Erez turned the wheel. Braked. The pedal sank normally. The anti-lock system engaged. Then disengaged. The parasitic signal. The half-second hesitation. The wheels locked on the dry asphalt. The vehicle skidded. Not far—ten feet. Far enough.

The impact was lateral. The right side of the armored vehicle against the rear of the trailer. Residual speed: forty miles per hour. The crates shifted in the back. The straps held—the first two. The third, the one on crate number two, the synchronization module's crate, gave way. The crate slid. Hit the wall. The module shattered inside.

The signal stopped.

Erez was wearing his seatbelt. The airbag deployed. He came out of it with a broken collarbone and a mild concussion. The tanker driver was unharmed—he'd been a hundred feet from the impact. The armored vehicle was damaged but intact. The other two crates hadn't moved. The Targum's data—hard drives, processors, memory—was intact.

The REM synchronization module was destroyed. Irreparable. The sole existing example of the master component of Sarah Katz's machine—the component that allowed two human brains to synchronize in a shared dream space—was in pieces in a gray plastic crate on Route 40, near Kiryat Gat.

Avi called David at eleven. He didn't give details. He said: "The convoy had an accident. The driver is injured, not seriously. The synchronization module is destroyed." Pause. "It's a unique component. Sarah can't rebuild it. Not without months of work and funding that no longer exists." Another pause. "The module's signal interfered with the vehicle's electronics. The isolation was protocol-compliant. The protocol was insufficient. Sarah says the dives altered the module's signature. Nobody anticipated it."

David didn't answer. He looked at the open folder before him—the EEG curves of the nine dormant agents, regular lines, normal, harmless.

He thought about the three dives. Forty-eight hours. Three brains. Three immersions in Sarah's machine. It was he who had dived. It was his neural activity that had impregnated the module. It was his brain frequencies—his, those of a man whose brain hadn't functioned normally in seven years—that had altered the electromagnetic signature of a component unique in the world.

He hadn't done anything wrong. Nobody had done anything wrong. The form was filled out. The isolation was compliant. And a twenty-three-year-old corporal had a broken collarbone and the only synchronization module in the world was in pieces.

He hung up. Set down the phone. Looked at the curves. The curves continued. Regular. Stable. Normal. Nine people sleeping well. Nine people who knew nothing.

The world continued. The system turned. The forms were signed. The crates were loaded. The vehicles rolled. The accidents happened.

And David Weiss, sitting in an empty basement in Petah Tikva, was the point of origin of a causal chain that started with three dives in an experimental machine and ended in crumpled metal and broken hardware on a road in the Negev.

He hadn't done anything wrong. He'd dived three times in forty-eight hours. That's all. But diving into a machine that existed nowhere else in the world, with a brain that hadn't functioned normally in seven years, was exactly the kind of thing whose consequences nobody could measure.

The system doesn't measure the unknown. The system measures what it knows.

David opened the file on the nine agents. Read the first curve. The second. The third.

He did his work. Because the work didn't ask if he was reliable. The work only asked that he be there.




CHAPTER 30The Observation

The first sign was an email. Not one addressed to David—one from which David was absent.

On the sixth day, at nine o'clock, Avi sent a daily operation report to six recipients. David had received the previous five. Not the sixth. He didn't notice right away. He noticed at eleven, when he wanted to check a data point Avi had cited in the previous day's report and realized he hadn't received today's. He wrote to Avi. Avi responded in four minutes: "Distribution error. Fixed." The email arrived at 11:07. David read it. The report was identical to the previous ones—except for one paragraph. A three-line paragraph at the end of the document, under the heading "Operational Risk Assessment."

The three lines said: Personnel involved in direct intervention phases are subject to a standard post-operational monitoring protocol. This monitoring is non-intrusive and does not modify current assignments.

David read the three lines twice. Personnel involved in direct intervention phases. That was him. He was the only one. The "standard post-operational monitoring protocol" didn't exist—David knew the Shin Bet's protocols, he'd practiced them for fifteen years at the Mossad, and this protocol didn't appear in any manual. It wasn't a protocol. It was a sentence. A sentence inserted into a daily report so that it would exist in a file, somewhere, signed by a case officer, with a date and a time and a reference number. The sentence said nothing. It didn't accuse. It didn't order. It noted. And that was sufficient.

The second sign was a visit. At two o'clock, a man David had never seen came down to basement level 3. Gray suit. White shirt. No tie. About forty. Clean shoes—the kind of shoes you wear when you don't walk through mud and cemetery ash and dead leaves in Petah Tikva parks.

He said his name was Doron and he was from the "internal evaluation office." He didn't show a badge. He didn't specify which office. He smiled. The smile of a man whose smile is a professional tool.

"Agent Weiss. I'm making the rounds of personnel involved in recent operations. Routine procedure. Nothing formal. A few questions." He sat on the metal stool, facing David, and produced a notepad. Not a computer. A notepad. People who want the conversation recorded bring a computer. People who want the conversation to be deniable bring a notepad.

Doron asked questions. Simple. Factual. The number of dives performed. The duration of each dive. The parameters used. The results observed. David answered. Precisely. With numbers, dates, times. He had the data—he'd read the reports, signed the forms, lived the events. Every answer was exact. Every answer was verifiable. Every answer was proof of total transparency.

Doron wrote. He wrote a great deal. More than the answers warranted. David could see it—Doron's pen moved even when David wasn't speaking. Doron was writing down the silences. The hesitations. The moments when David searched for a figure and took three seconds to find it. The three seconds were in the notepad. And in the notepad, three seconds of memory retrieval became three seconds of doubt. Three seconds of hesitation. Three seconds of possible concealment.

"The convoy accident," Doron said. "The synchronization module. The interference with the vehicle's electronics." It wasn't a question. It was a fact placed on the table like a turned card. "Three dives in forty-eight hours. You're the one who altered the module's signature. The isolation protocol was based on the original specifications. Specifications that no longer held after your immersions."

David answered: "Nobody knew the dives modified the module. Not Sarah Katz. Not me. Not any available measuring instrument. It's an unprecedented phenomenon."

Doron nodded. Wrote. What David had just said was the truth. The complete truth. Without embellishment. And in Doron's notepad, that truth became: the agent acknowledges having performed three unsupervised experimental dives that directly caused the alteration of the equipment. The same sentence. The same facts. A different conclusion.

"The dives," Doron continued. "The first into Yitzhak's dream—the garden. You used personal information about your deceased wife to destabilize the subject."

David answered: "I offered a better interpretation using my own experience of grief. It was the only possible approach given the subject's resistance."

Doron wrote. Same mechanism. David said: empathy, strategy, necessity. The notepad wrote: the agent used non-procedural emotional elements to manipulate a subject in a state of psychological vulnerability.

"The dive into the child's dream," Doron said. "Daniel Katz. You obtained authorization through a national security order issued by Officer Rothman, overriding the mother's medical refusal."

David answered: "The residual red signature in Daniel's brain represented a risk of network reactivation. The intervention was urgent. Sarah Katz's medical refusal was based on my physical condition, not the operational risk. I assessed that the risk of non-intervention exceeded the medical risk."

The answer was logical. Documented. Defensible. And in the notepad: the agent used the chain of command to override a parent's medical authority over her own child.

Doron closed the notepad. Smiled. The same smile. "Thank you, Agent Weiss. That's all for today. I may come back with a few follow-up questions." He stood. Extended his hand. David shook it. Doron's handshake was firm, dry, brief. The handshake of a man who only touches people to measure them.

Doron went upstairs. David stayed sitting.

He looked at the empty space of the basement. And he understood. Not all at once—in layers. Like the letters in Yitzhak's dream, except this time the letters weren't in Hebrew, they were in bureaucracy.

Every answer he'd given was true. Every fact he'd cited was verifiable. Every decision he'd made was documented, tracked, signed. And every element of that total transparency became, in Doron's notepad, evidence of something else. Not guilt—dangerousness. A man who documents everything is a man who knew he'd be interrogated. A man who acknowledges his mistakes is a man who calculated his confessions. A man who calmly explains the logic of his decisions is a man whose calm is suspect.

The mirror wasn't reflecting David. It was reflecting what the system wanted to see. And the system wanted to see a risk factor.

At five o'clock, Avi came down. No coffee this time. No folder. Just him. He sat on the stool Doron had occupied three hours earlier.

"Doron's doing his job," he said. "It's not personal."

David didn't answer.

Avi continued: "You're staying on the nine-agent follow-up. That's your assignment. Nobody's removing you from your post." Pause. "But the reports you write now go through an additional review before distribution. Standard procedure. Post-operational."

Additional review. Someone would reread what David wrote. Someone would verify the curves he read. Someone would sign after him. Not because he was wrong. Because he'd become the kind of man whose work gets checked. The kind of man people watch. Not to protect him. To protect themselves from him.

Avi went upstairs.

David opened the folder on the nine agents. The curve for the Jerusalem math teacher. Normal. Stable. No residual signature. Healthy sleep. Healthy dreams. David recorded the values in his report. The report would be reviewed. The values would be verified. The conclusions would be validated or modified by someone who didn't know the curves, who hadn't dived into a dream, who hadn't bled from the ears, who'd never seen the garden or the ash or the black cable. Someone clean. Someone fresh. Someone uncontaminated. Someone whose hands didn't shake.

David signed the report. Blue pen. Trembling initials. Set the pen down.

And understood the rule written in no manual: he no longer needed to be guilty. He only needed to exist. For his name to be on forms. For his signatures to be in files. For his decisions to be in notepads.

He no longer needed to act badly to be dangerous. He was dangerous by nature. By history. By contamination. The system wasn't judging him. The system was watching him. And the watching would not stop.




CHAPTER 31The Passage

On the seventh day, the Ashdod agent—the nurse, thirty-four, the one who'd lost her brother in a stabbing attack—showed an anomaly. Not a red signature. Not a reactivation. An oscillation. A three-percent variation in her REM amplitude, at 2:40 AM, for eleven minutes. Then back to normal.

Three percent. Eleven minutes. On an eight-hour curve, it was invisible. Nobody else would have seen it. David saw it because he read curves the way Morgenstern read texts—not the words, the spaces between the words.

The oscillation wasn't in the peak. It was in the transition between two cycles. The moment the brain shifts from deep sleep to REM sleep. The exact moment Yitzhak had implanted his signatures.

David wrote a report. Three pages. Precise. Documented. He recommended enhanced surveillance of the nurse—continuous sensors for seventy-two hours instead of nightly monitoring. The report went through the "additional review." The reviewer—a Shin Bet analyst David had never met—read it. Approved the technical recommendation. Added a footnote: Agent Weiss is the sole operator capable of detecting this type of sub-clinical anomaly in dream data. This exclusive dependency constitutes an operational risk.

The report circulated. The enhanced surveillance was put in place. The nurse was monitored. The oscillation didn't recur.

Nobody thanked David. Nobody congratulated him. Nobody challenged his reading. The system took the data, absorbed it, digested it. And the footnote remained in the file, like a pebble in a shoe.

It happened at three o'clock.

David was in the basement. Alone. Sitting in front of the monitoring screen—not the Targum, a standard screen, a military computer connected to the sensors of the nine agents. He was reading the curve of the Beer Sheva bus driver. Normal curve. Normal rhythm. Nothing abnormal.

He blinked. The curve continued. He blinked again. The curve changed. Not on the screen—behind his eyelids. When David closed his eyes, he saw the curve continuing. Not as an afterimage—as data. The peaks and troughs of the bus driver's REM, projected onto the inside of his eyelids, alive, mobile, in real time.

He opened his eyes. The screen displayed a curve. He closed his eyes. He saw the same curve. Except behind his eyelids, the curve had depth. It was no longer a line on a plane. It was a space. A tunnel. And the tunnel had an entrance.

David didn't decide to enter. He didn't formulate the intention. He didn't use a letter. He didn't activate a protocol. He closed his eyes and the curve became a tunnel and the tunnel pulled him in and David fell.

Sarah found the body at 3:23 PM. She'd come down to retrieve a medical file she'd left on the console. David was slumped in the chair, head tilted forward, chin on his chest. She thought at first he was sleeping. She didn't touch him. She went around the chair, retrieved her file, and it was in passing the screen that she saw the data.

David's monitoring—the sensors she hadn't removed because the "post-operational monitoring protocol" required them—was displaying a REM trace. David wasn't asleep. He was in paradoxical sleep. Sitting in a chair, at 3:23 PM, in the middle of the day, without sedation, without the Targum, without anything.

Sarah set down the file. Approached the screen. Read the data.

Pulse: 52. Respiration: 8 per minute. Temperature: 97.2. Brain activity: deep paradoxical sleep, high amplitude, regular pattern.

And in the middle of the trace—visible, recognizable, impossible—the blue signature. The one that had been consumed. The one that had burned in the dive. It was there. Faint. Residual. Like an ember under ash. Not enough to dream of Rachel. Not enough to navigate. But enough to open a door.

A door the Targum hadn't built. A door David's body had built on its own. Because David's body, after three dives, two emergency extractions, blood from the ears and eyes, had become something other than a normal body. It was a body that had learned the way. And the way no longer required a machine.

Sarah checked his vitals. Stable. No immediate danger. She could have woken him—a loud auditory stimulus, an injection, a simple press on the shoulder. She didn't.

She pulled up a chair. Sat down six feet from David. And watched.

She watched him for forty-seven minutes.

She recorded the data every five minutes. Pulse. Respiration. REM amplitude. Temperature. She did it because it was her job. Because monitoring a subject in non-induced REM was unprecedented scientific data. Because nobody else would understand these numbers.

She also did it for another reason she didn't articulate and would never articulate, not in a report, not in a file, not in a conversation, not even in the silence of her own head. The reason why Sarah Katz, neuroscientist, mother of Daniel, a woman alone since her divorce, shomeret negiah by choice and conviction—the reason she remained seated six feet from an unconscious man for forty-seven minutes without touching him, without even touching the chair he was sitting in, was something that concerned only her.

Her hands stayed on her knees. Clasped. Still. The six-foot distance didn't change. Not once in forty-seven minutes. The halakha didn't need to be recited. It lived in the distance. In the space between Sarah's chair and David's chair. In the six feet of cold basement air that Sarah didn't cross—not out of indifference, not out of fear, not out of medical protocol. Out of something older than medicine and more precise than protocol. The law she had chosen and that chose for her. Hands on her knees. Clasped. Still.

She watched him breathe. Eight breaths per minute. Slow. Regular. The breathing of a man who is no longer in his body. The chest rose. Fell. The dirty shirt—the same one for seven days—creased and uncreased. David's hands rested on his thighs, open, relaxed. The micro-tremors had stopped. In the dream state, the body no longer trembled. It was calm. Calmer than it had been in days.

And Sarah thought—without wanting to, without choosing to, without being able to stop it—that this was the first time she'd seen him at peace.

David, on the other side, didn't know Sarah was watching. He didn't know he was in the basement. He didn't know his body was sitting in a chair with his head tilted forward. He was elsewhere.

In the bus driver's dream from Beer Sheva—no, not in the bus driver's dream. The tunnel had spat him out somewhere else. Into a space he didn't recognize. A corridor. Long. Narrow. White walls without texture. Gray floor. Fluorescent lights on the ceiling—the same hum as in the basement, but here the sound was different, higher-pitched, almost alive.

And at the end of the corridor, a woman.

He recognized her before he saw her. By the posture. By the way she held her shoulders—slightly forward, like someone who walks fast even when standing still. By the left hand resting on the hip. By the entire silhouette—etched in a place in the brain the dive hadn't reached, a place prior to details, prior to images, prior to the blue signature. The recognition of one body by another. The knowledge of muscle, bone, skin.

Rachel.

David moved forward. The corridor didn't shorten. He walked and the distance stayed the same—sixty feet, always sixty feet. The white walls scrolled past. The fluorescents hummed. Rachel was there. Standing. Hand on hip. Shoulders forward. And David walked and didn't arrive and kept walking.

Then the corridor stopped playing. All at once, without transition, David was in front of her. Three feet away. Less. Close enough to see the fabric of her dress—a blue dress he didn't recognize, one she'd maybe never worn, one the dream had invented. Close enough to see her hands—the left on her hip, the right along her body. The fingers. The short nails.

The left thumb. Bare. The silver ring wasn't there. Burned. Consumed. The detail was missing and the finger was bare.

David raised his eyes to her face.

There was no face. Not a blurred face. Not a masked face. Not a face in shadow. There was nothing. The space between the chin and the hair—the hair was there, black, thick, cut short the way she wore it—the space between the chin and the hair was empty. Not white. Not black. Empty. Like a torn-out page. Like a hole in a photograph. The shape of the skull existed. The contour existed. But inside the contour, where a face should have been—the eyes, the nose, the mouth, the gap between the front teeth—there was nothing. Nothing at all.

Faceless Rachel raised her right hand. The one that had been hanging at her side. She raised it slowly, with the exact gesture—David knew it, he knew it in his muscles, in his bones—the exact gesture she made when she wanted to touch his cheek. The movement of the shoulder. The rotation of the wrist. The opening of the fingers. Everything was right. Everything was Rachel.

Except there was no face to accompany the gesture. And the hand stopped four inches from David's cheek. And did not touch him.

The four-inch distance remained. Like the six-foot distance in the basement.

David woke up. The chair. The basement. The fluorescents. The metallic taste in his mouth. The cold.

Sarah was six feet away. Sitting. Hands on her knees. Her eyes were red. She wasn't crying—she'd cried and had stopped before he woke up. There was nothing on her face now. Competence. Monitoring. Professionalism.

"Forty-seven minutes," she said. "Spontaneous REM. Without induction. You entered a dream on your own." She stood. Smoothed her lab coat. Picked up the file she'd come for an hour earlier. "I'll have to report it. The post-operational monitoring requires it."

She went upstairs.

David stayed in the chair. The four inches. Rachel's hand. The absent face. The absent ring. The corridor that didn't shorten.

And in the real world, Sarah climbing the stairs with a file and forty-seven minutes of silence and six feet of distance she hadn't crossed.

Sarah's report was sent at 4:42 PM. Three pages. Clinical data. Neuroscientific interpretation. Recommendation: permanent surveillance, reevaluation of Agent Weiss's operational status.

The report reached Doron's file before five o'clock. David didn't know. He didn't need to know. The report existed. The data existed. The spontaneous REM existed. And the reviewer's footnote—exclusive dependency, operational risk—had now found its sister: uncontrolled dream capability, risk of spontaneous dissociation, continued posting to be reevaluated.

Two notes. Two sentences. Two pebbles in two shoes.

And David, sitting in the basement, eyes open, hands still for the first time in days, was no longer an agent. He was no longer an operator. He was no longer a risk factor.

He had become a passage—between dream and waking, between useful and dangerous, between what was and what would never be again.

And nobody—not Avi, not Sarah, not Doron, not the entire system—knew which direction the current was flowing.




CHAPTER 32The Border

The night nurse noted the first anomaly in the log at 11:40 PM. Ambient temperature in basement level 3: 59 degrees Fahrenheit. The climate control was set to 70. She checked the thermostat. Seventy. She checked the wall thermometer. Fifty-nine. She checked a second thermometer—a precision medical thermometer on Sarah's console. Fifty-nine point four.

The basement was cold. Eleven degrees below what it should have been. Not a malfunction—the climate control system was working. It was blowing air at seventy degrees. The air arrived at seventy degrees through the vents. And somewhere between the vents and the center of the room, it lost eleven degrees.

The nurse noted the anomaly. Called maintenance. Maintenance checked the ducts. Everything was working. The nurse put on a vest. Continued her rounds.

David was in REM. Third spontaneous episode in two days. His body was on the bed—they'd moved him from the chair to the bed after the second episode, as a precaution. Vitals were stable. The monitor beeped. The nurse checked the data every fifteen minutes.

At 12:10 AM, she noted a second anomaly. The monitoring screen was displaying David's curves—REM, heart rate, respiration. But in the lower left corner of the screen, where the software normally displayed the system time, the number had changed. The screen read 4:12 AM. It was 12:10 AM. The nurse looked at her watch. 12:10 AM. Looked at the screen. 4:12 AM. She closed the software. Reopened it. The system time returned to normal. 12:11 AM.

The nurse noted the anomaly in the log. Software bug, she wrote. No impact on data.

At one o'clock in the morning, the ground-floor guard—a fifty-year-old reservist named Shimon, who'd been doing this job for three years and had never seen anything unusual in the building—went outside for a cigarette in the parking lot. It was cold. Normal for December. Shimon lit his cigarette. Looked at the sky.

And saw the stars.

The stars were normal. The constellations were in place. Orion to the south. The Pleiades above. Everything was normal. Except that Shimon could have sworn—he told no one, he had no reason to—that there were more stars than usual. Not ten or twenty more. Hundreds. The Petah Tikva sky, normally washed out by the light pollution of the Tel Aviv suburbs, was black. Deeply black. Like a desert sky. Like a Negev sky.

Shimon crushed his cigarette. Went back inside. Noted nothing.

At two o'clock, the nurse smelled it. Not the smell of disinfectant. Not the smell of the basement. A plant smell. Wet grass. Damp earth. The smell of a park after the rain. The smell had no identifiable source. The vents were blowing filtered air. The doors were closed. The windows—there were no windows in the basement.

The nurse searched. Checked the air vents. Looked under the beds. Opened the closets. Nothing. The smell remained—constant, faint, precise. As if the basement had a memory of a garden.

The nurse wrote: Abnormal odor, origin unidentified, no visible source. She hesitated. Added in parentheses: (grass?).

At three o'clock, David moved. Not a voluntary movement—a REM movement. His right hand rose a few inches above the sheet. The fingers closed. As if he were grasping something. Then the hand fell back. Normal movement for a REM subject—dream movements sometimes breach the barrier of muscular atonia.

Except that when the hand fell back onto the sheet, there was something on it.

The nurse approached. On the white sheet, at the exact spot where David's hand had landed, a stain. Small. Circular. Wet. The nurse touched the stain. Cold. She brought her fingers to her nose. The smell of grass. Of damp earth. Of dew.

The nurse stood still for ten seconds. Then she took a cotton swab. Collected the stain. Placed the swab in a test tube. Labeled the tube.

Noted in the log: Wet stain on sheet, appeared spontaneously upon contact with patient's hand during REM episode. Plant odor. Sample collected for analysis.

She didn't know what to think. She didn't know what to conclude. She was a night nurse in a government building and she'd just collected dew from the sheet of a man sleeping in a windowless basement.

She did the only thing she knew how to do: she noted. She documented. She filed. And she continued her rounds.

At 4:12 AM—the exact time the screen had displayed two hours earlier—Sarah's phone rang at her home in Ramat Gan. Sarah answered. The nurse spoke. Sarah listened. Asked three factual questions. Hung up. Got dressed. Took her car. Arrived in Petah Tikva at 4:58.

She read the nurse's log. Every entry. The temperature. The time discrepancy. The smell. The stain. She examined the test tube. The liquid inside was clear. Odorless now. A few microliters. She set it on the console.

Looked at David. Continuous REM. Four hours and thirty-seven minutes straight. The longest spontaneous episode on record. Vitals were stable. The body was calm. His eyes were moving under his lids—fast, regularly, like someone reading a very long text.

Sarah checked the basement temperature. Sixty-three degrees. Two degrees warmer than the nurse's note. Still below the setting. She checked the screen's system time. Correct. 5:01 AM. She sniffed the air. The grass smell had vanished. The normal smell remained—disinfectant, plastic, warm fluorescent tubes.

Everything seemed back to normal. Everything seemed explainable. Software bug. Climate control malfunction. Air current carrying a smell from the park across the street. Moisture stain caused by condensation on warm skin in a cold room.

Everything was explainable. Each anomaly, taken separately, had a rational explanation. The temperature: a faulty thermostat. The time: a software bug. The smell: a draft. The stain: condensation. Each explanation was sufficient. Each explanation was credible.

And none explained why the four anomalies had occurred at the same time, during the same REM episode, in the same room, around the same man.

Sarah didn't write a report. Not this time. She took the nurse's log, photographed it, and saved the photos in a personal folder on her phone—not in the Shin Bet's system, not in the operation files. On her phone. Personal. Off the network. She didn't know why. She only knew that some things don't go in an official file. Not because they're secret. Because they're unclassifiable.

At six o'clock, David woke up. Naturally. No extraction. No syringe. He opened his eyes. Looked at the ceiling. Looked at Sarah.

Said nothing for a minute.

Then: "What time is it?"

"Six o'clock."

"How long did I sleep?"

"Five hours and forty-three minutes."

"In REM?"

"The whole time."

David looked at his hands. Turned the right one over. The palm was clean. Dry. He remembered nothing. No corridor. No Rachel. No absent face. He'd slept and he didn't remember dreaming. But his body remembered something—a sensation on the skin of his palm, a cold, wet contact, like grass in the morning.

He didn't tell Sarah. Sarah didn't tell him about the log, or the stain, or the smell.

They looked at each other for three seconds. Then Sarah stood. Took the test tube. Put it in her pocket. And went upstairs.

The sample result arrived by email two days later. Sarah opened it alone, on her personal phone, in her car, engine off, in the parking lot of the hospital where Daniel was doing his rehabilitation.

The email said: Sample: water. H₂O. Traces of vegetal organic matter compatible with—

Sarah closed the email. Put the phone away. Sat in the car for four minutes. Then she started the engine and went to get Daniel.

She told no one about the result. Not Avi. Not Doron. Not David. The test tube stayed in a drawer of her desk at home, under a pile of unopened mail. The water inside evaporated within a few days. All that remained was the empty tube. And the nurse's log, which said (grass?) in parentheses, in round, careful handwriting, beside a time that had existed only on a screen.

Nobody could say where the dream had stopped.




CHAPTER 33The Zone

The eighth day.

The Jerusalem math teacher called the medical follow-up number at seven in the morning. The number was a secure line—an automated switchboard that recorded messages and forwarded them as transcripts to Avi's office. The teacher didn't know he was being monitored. He believed he'd been enrolled in a sleep study program after a "nocturnal hypertension episode"—the cover story he'd been given.

He called because he'd had a dream. He wanted to report it because the dream disturbed him. Not because it was violent or frightening. Because it was precise.

He'd dreamed of a basement. Two metal beds. Monitors. A black screen—off. A rectangle of dust on the floor, where a piece of equipment had sat. A smell of disinfectant. Fluorescent lights humming. He'd never seen this basement. He had no reason to dream about this basement. He didn't know the beds or the monitors or the screen or the dust. But every detail was sharp. Surgical. Like a memory—not like a dream.

The transcript arrived on David's desk at 7:42 AM. David read it. The rectangle of dust. He looked up. The floor of basement level 3 was there, in front of him. The rectangle of dust was there, in front of him. Exactly as the teacher had described it.

The Jerusalem math teacher, who had never set foot in this building, had dreamed of Petah Tikva's basement level 3 with photographic precision.

David noted the anomaly in his follow-up report. Factual. Descriptive. No interpretation. He didn't have one.

The ninth day.

The Tel Aviv nurse—the second of the nine freed agents—contacted the same line. She'd dreamed of a cemetery. Blue stones. Moss. A stone wall. An old man sitting with a notebook on his knees. She didn't know Safed. She'd never seen Morgenstern. She had no connection to the cemetery of sixteenth-century Kabbalists.

But she described the Ari's tomb—the exact tomb in front of which Morgenstern had sat—with the detail of someone who'd been there. The color of the stone. The angle of the moss. The evening light.

David read the transcript. Then he called Avi. "Two out of nine agents are having dreams containing classified operational elements. Places they've never seen. Details they can't possibly know."

Avi asked: "Any remaining red signature?"

David checked the curves. Nothing. The signatures were gone. The EEGs were normal. The dreams showed no trace of abnormal activity. The two agents were dreaming normally. It was the content of the dreams that wasn't normal.

David's report went up to Doron. Doron didn't respond. The report was filed.

The tenth day.

Three events. Not connected. Not explainable. Not sufficient to trigger an alert. Too precise to ignore.

The first: the USB drive belonging to Miriam Elkaim—the twelfth copy of the Codex, the one the Shin Bet hadn't found—appeared in a drawer of Sarah's desk. The right drawer. Under a stack of forms. Sarah found the drive while looking for a pen. She'd never seen it before. The drive was unbranded. Four gigabytes. The contents were encrypted. The digital fingerprint matched the missing copy—the one from the apartment in Ashdod, the one the teams had searched for over four days in a three-bedroom apartment facing the sea where a woman fed the stray cats in the parking lot and never went to sleep before two in the morning. That drive. In Sarah's drawer. In Petah Tikva. Seventy-five miles from Ashdod.

Sarah called Avi. Avi sent a team. The security cameras were reviewed frame by frame, a full twenty-four hours. Nobody had entered Sarah's office besides Sarah herself. The door had a magnetic badge. The log showed three entries in twenty-four hours—all Sarah's, all timestamped, all consistent. The drive hadn't been placed by a visitor. The drive hadn't been mailed. The drive had no fingerprints—clean, bare, new.

It was there. In a closed drawer, under forms that hadn't been moved. Avi's team took the drive. Placed it under seal. Didn't write a conclusion because there was no conclusion to write.

The second: the Beer Sheva bus driver—the third monitored agent—presented at the Soroka Hospital emergency room with a pain in his left arm. The doctors observed a bruise. Deep. Shaped like a hand. Five distinct fingers, pressed into the skin as if by intense, prolonged pressure. The bruise was fresh—less than six hours old. The driver had been living alone since his daughter's death. He hadn't been in a fight. He hadn't bumped into anything. He wasn't on blood thinners. The bruise had appeared during his sleep—he'd noticed it upon waking, putting on his shirt, when the fabric rubbed the mark and he felt the pain.

The doctors noted: traumatic bruise of undetermined origin, digital morphology, consistent with forceful manual grip. They couldn't explain how a hand could have gripped the arm of a man alone in his bed during sleep.

The driver went home. Didn't call back. The next morning, the bruise had vanished. Not healed—vanished. The skin was smooth, clear, without a trace. As if the mark had never existed. The doctor who'd photographed it found the photos on his phone. The photos were there. The bruise was visible in them. But the bruise was no longer on the arm. The evidence existed. The phenomenon no longer did.

The third: David, sitting in the basement, writing his daily report on the military computer, opened the previous day's file to copy a header. The file bore a creation date: tomorrow. Not a time zone error—the file had been created, according to the system's metadata, twenty-four hours after the present moment. The server was on local time. The clock was synchronized. The file existed since a moment that hadn't arrived yet.

David checked three times. Same result. He closed the file. Waited ten seconds. Opened it again. The date had changed. Correct now. The right date. The right timestamp. As if the file had corrected itself. As if the system had noticed the inconsistency and repaired it before anyone could document it.

David looked at the screen for twenty seconds. He didn't note the anomaly. Not this time. It wasn't an oversight. It was a choice. He understood that noting the anomalies served no purpose. Reality was readjusting. And reality didn't leave traces of its readjustments—except when someone looked at the right moment, in the right second, before the correction applied. Like a dream that modifies its own past to remain coherent.

Epicenter.

Sarah came to see him at six o'clock. She sat six feet away—always six feet. She had the nine agents' curves on her laptop. She'd compared them. Not the anomalies—the normal curves. The transition moments between cycles. The micro-variations in amplitude that appear naturally in a nocturnal EEG. She'd found something.

"They're synchronizing," she said. "Not the signatures. Not the protocols. The rhythms. The nine agents—nine people who don't know each other, who live in nine different cities, who have no contact with one another—their sleep cycles are aligning. Within two minutes. They enter REM at the same time. They exit at the same time. For three days now."

She paused. "And their cycles are aligning with yours, David. When you enter spontaneous REM, they enter REM. When you exit, they exit. You're the metronome."

David looked at the curves. The nine superimposed lines. Nearly identical. Like instruments in an orchestra playing the same score without a visible conductor. And his own curve—the tenth line, the most irregular, the one that entered REM without warning and without a machine—was the tempo.

He didn't answer. There was nothing to answer. The phenomenon wasn't in his hands. The phenomenon wasn't in anyone's hands. The channels Yitzhak had dug—the empty tunnels, the deactivated connections—were no longer empty. Something was traveling through them. Not a signature. Not a protocol. A rhythm. The rhythm of a man who'd become a passage between dream and waking, and whose body emitted a signal that nine brains received every night without knowing it.

Sarah closed her laptop. Stood. Her hands stayed at her sides. Still. "I don't know how to stop this," she said. "I don't know if it can be stopped. The Targum is destroyed. The module is destroyed. There's no tool anymore. There's no method." She looked at him. "There's only you. And you are the problem and the only data I have."

She went upstairs.

David stayed alone. The nine curves on the screen. The silent rhythm. The cold basement. And deep inside his head, in the space where dreams now arose without permission, a sensation that was neither sound nor image—a certainty. The certainty that the world wasn't glitching. That the anomalies weren't errors. That reality wasn't malfunctioning.

Reality was aligning. On a different logic. A logic that didn't need machines or protocols or letters. A logic that had existed before all of that and had simply waited for enough holes to be punched through the membrane to begin seeping through.

The evening report arrived at eight o'clock. Not David's—Doron's. Classified. Sent to Avi, who showed it to David because Avi still showed things to David, out of habit or necessity.

The report contained a building security note. The basement hallway surveillance cameras, timestamped at 2:30 PM, showed David walking down the hallway toward the exit.

At 2:30 PM, David had been in the basement, sitting at his screen, writing a report. He hadn't moved from his chair between 1:00 and 5:00 PM. The access log confirmed it. Sarah confirmed it—she'd seen him in his seat at 2:25 PM.

And the cameras showed David—his shirt, his posture, his gait, his face—walking in a hallway where he wasn't.

David looked at the image. Watched himself walking in a place where he hadn't walked.

And understood that the border was no longer a line. It was a zone. And the zone was widening.




CHAPTER 34The Waking Sleepers

The video appeared on the eleventh day. Shot on a phone, vertical, shaky. A man on a bus, line 480, Jerusalem to Tel Aviv. He was standing in the aisle, eyes open, hands at his sides, and he was speaking. Not to someone—to no one. He spoke in a regular, monotone voice, with the intonation of someone reading a text he knows by heart.

He said: "The rectangle of dust is on the floor. The fluorescent lights are humming. The two beds are empty. The screen is off. There's a smell of disinfectant. The ceiling is gray."

He repeated these phrases three times. Then he sat down. Looked around. Asked his neighbor which stop it was. He didn't remember standing up. He didn't remember speaking.

The video was posted on TikTok at 2:00 PM. By 6:00 PM, it had eighty thousand views. Not because of the content—a man talking to himself on a bus isn't an event. Because of the comments.

The third comment, posted at 2:22 PM by a user from Haifa, said: I dreamed of the same room last night. Exactly the same. The two beds. The screen off. The rectangle of dust.

The seventh comment, posted at 3:00 PM, by a user from Beer Sheva: My eleven-year-old son drew this room this morning. Without anyone telling him about it. He drew it at breakfast on the paper tablecloth.

The fifteenth comment, posted at 4:30 PM, by a nurse from Tel Aviv—David recognized the profile, it was monitored agent number two: I know this room. I don't know from where. But I know it.

David read the comments on the military computer screen in basement level 3. He looked up. The two beds. The screen off. The rectangle of dust. The fluorescents. The gray ceiling. The room thousands of people were seeing in their dreams was the room he was sitting in.

Avi called at 7:00 PM. "We have a problem. The video is circulating. The comments are multiplying. Journalists have started asking questions—not about the video, about the phenomenon. They've noticed that hundreds of people are describing the same place. The same one. Not a similar place. The same one. With the same details. They don't know each other. They live in different cities. Some have never dreamed in their lives—that's what they say. And now they're dreaming. All of the same thing."

Pause. "This is no longer the nine agents, David. These are normal people. Civilians. Hundreds. Maybe thousands."

David looked at the screen. The nine agents' curves. Still synchronized with his rhythm. But the nine agents were no longer the problem. The nine agents were the first circle. The signal had overflowed. Yitzhak's channels—the empty tunnels, the residual connections—had found other paths. Not in the prepared brains, not in the infiltrated brains. In normal brains. Because normal brains dream. And brains that dream are, by definition, connected to something that neuroscience calls endogenous activity and the Codex called something else.

On the twelfth day, the videos multiplied. Not just in Israel. A man in Paris, filmed in the metro, described the same room. In French. With the same details. The rectangle of dust. The fluorescents. The gray ceiling. A woman in São Paulo, live on Instagram, was drawing the room in real time—the two beds, the screen, the rectangle on the floor. She didn't speak Hebrew. She didn't know Israel. She'd never heard of the Shin Bet or the Targum or David Weiss. She was drawing because she'd seen the room in a dream and the dream wouldn't stop.

"It continues even when I'm awake," she said. "I close my eyes and the room is there. I open my eyes and the room is transparent—overlaid on reality. Like a filter. Like a layer. I see my kitchen and I see the room at the same time."

Sarah analyzed the available data. Not the videos—the EEG curves of the nine agents, the only reliable clinical data. What she found made her sit down. Slowly. On the chair. Six feet from David. Always six feet.

"The nine agents are no longer receivers," she said. "They've become transmitters. Their synchronization with you has turned their sleep into a relay. Each of them broadcasts the signal to their proximity—not geographical, not physical. Dream proximity. People who sleep within a radius of sensitivity around each agent receive the signal. And those people become relays in turn. It's exponential propagation." She paused. "Like a virus. Except the vector is sleep. And everyone sleeps."

The word "coincidence" stopped working on the thirteenth day, when the news networks picked up the phenomenon. CNN, BBC, Al Jazeera, Kan—all at once. Not because there was an event—because there was a trend. Millions of people were reporting the same dream. Not millions of internet users—millions of people. Snap polls were producing numbers: seventeen percent of Israel's adult population had dreamed of "the gray room" at least once in the last three nights. Seven percent in Europe. Four percent in the United States. The numbers were climbing. Every night. Without exception.

Experts were summoned. Neuroscientists spoke of "ideomotor contagion"—the phenomenon by which an idea spreads and generates similar behaviors. Psychologists spoke of "mass hysteria mediated by social media." A sociologist at Tel Aviv University published a paper explaining that the phenomenon was merely a statistical illusion—people dream about gray rooms every day, and media attention creates a confirmation bias.

The explanations were reasonable. The explanations were reassuring. The explanations didn't explain why a drawing made by a woman in São Paulo matched, to the inch, the floor plan of basement level 3 of a government building in Petah Tikva.

David kept reading the curves. Nine agents. Nine reports. Every morning. The routine didn't change. The blue pen didn't change. The forms didn't change.

But the world around the forms was changing. People on buses were talking about "the gray dream." Children in schools were drawing the room. Therapists were seeing patients who couldn't sleep anymore because they were afraid of dreaming about the room.

And David was sitting in the room. At the exact center of the global phenomenon. At the epicenter of the signal. And the signal no longer depended on him—he didn't control it, didn't emit it consciously, couldn't stop it. The signal existed. The signal was spreading. The signal asked nobody's permission.

Avi came down on the fourteenth day with a folder different from the others. Not an operational folder. A diplomatic one.

"The U.S. government has contacted the Prime Minister's office. They want to know what we know. The British too. The French too. They all have the same question: does the phenomenon have an origin? Is the origin in Israel? Did we do something?"

Avi set down the folder. "The official answer is: we're investigating. The real answer is: we don't know how to stop a signal that propagates through human sleep and whose epicenter is a man sitting in our basement."

David didn't answer. He was looking at the curves. The nine synchronized lines. And beyond the nine lines, the millions of others—invisible, unmonitored, unmeasured—pulsing to the same rhythm every night, in every city, in every country, in every bed where a human being closed their eyes and surrendered to sleep.

Yitzhak's network had been designed for twelve people. David's network—the one he hadn't designed, hadn't wanted, hadn't activated—had no limit.




CHAPTER 35The Synchronization

The first synchronization video was filmed in a shopping mall in Netanya. Fourteen people. Captured by a security camera, high angle, low resolution. Fourteen people who didn't know each other—the investigators verified it after the fact, one by one, name by name, no familial, professional, geographic, or digital connection between them.

Fourteen people who, at 1:47 PM and twelve seconds, stopped walking. At the same time. At the same instant. As if someone had pressed pause.

They remained motionless for four seconds. Then resumed walking. In the same direction as before. At the same pace as before. None of them remembered stopping. The camera remembered.

The video was extracted by a mall security employee who found the incident "weird" and sent it to a journalist friend. The journalist published it. Within forty-eight hours, it had twelve million views. Not because it was spectacular—it wasn't. Fourteen people stopping for four seconds in a shopping mall is barely visible if you don't know to look.

It went viral because other videos appeared. Dozens. Hundreds. Filmed in airports, train stations, supermarkets, pedestrian streets, parking lots, schoolyards. Always the same phenomenon. Groups of people—five, ten, twenty, fifty—stopping at the same instant. Same second. Same duration. Then resuming. Without memory.

A software engineer in Tel Aviv overlaid the timestamps of eighty-seven videos from twelve countries. He published his findings in a three-hundred-tweet thread that was read by eleven million people in twenty-four hours.

The findings were simple. Terrifying.

The pauses occurred at regular intervals. Every four hours and twelve minutes. The same interval as David Weiss's REM cycles—four hours and twelve minutes between each entry into spontaneous paradoxical sleep, a rhythm Sarah had documented in her internal reports and that nobody outside basement level 3 was supposed to know.

Except the rhythm no longer needed to be known. It imposed itself. The way a heartbeat imposes itself on every cell in the body without the cells needing to know where it comes from.

The algorithms did the rest. The platforms—TikTok, Instagram, YouTube, X—detected the massive engagement and amplified. Every video of collective pausing generated thousands of reactions, shares, comments, theories.

The theories fell into three categories. The rationalists spoke of "involuntary social synchronization"—a known, documented phenomenon in which groups of people unconsciously align their behaviors under the influence of common environmental stimuli. The conspiracy theorists spoke of military experiments, electromagnetic waves, mind control. The mystics spoke of "awakening of collective consciousness."

All three were wrong. All three were right. The phenomenon was neither social, nor military, nor mystical. It was oneiric. And nobody—except Sarah, Avi, and David in a basement in Petah Tikva—knew what that meant.

On the sixteenth day, the phenomenon changed in nature. The collective pauses continued—regular, predictable, mapped in real time by apps developed in less than forty-eight hours by developers who saw a fascinating phenomenon to document. But something new appeared.

People were no longer just stopping. They were speaking. During the four seconds of pause, some uttered words. Not coherent sentences—fragments. Syllables. Sounds that didn't correspond to any identifiable language.

And when linguists analyzed the recordings—there were thousands, filmed by phones worldwide—they found something that silenced them.

The sounds weren't random. They corresponded to Hebrew phonemes. Letters. Aleph. Beth. Gimel. The twenty-two letters of the alphabet, pronounced by people who didn't speak Hebrew, in countries where Hebrew didn't exist, during four-second pauses they didn't remember.

A fruit vendor in Kinshasa pronounced shin. A student in Oslo pronounced mem. A retiree in Osaka pronounced lamed. And none of them knew what they'd said. None of them knew the Hebrew alphabet. None of them had ever heard Morgenstern's lexicon.

Sarah read the linguistic reports. Read them twice. Three times. Then she came down to the basement. David was in his place. The screen. The curves. The blue pen.

She sat. Six feet.

"The lexicon," she said. "Morgenstern's lexicon. The twenty-two letters he taught you for navigating dreams. They're no longer in the dreams. They're in the mouths of waking people. People who don't know what they're saying. People who don't control what they're pronouncing."

She was looking at him. Her eyes were dry. No tears. No visible fear. Something worse—comprehension.

"The lexicon has propagated. Like the signal. Like the rhythm. The letters are no longer a tool. They've become a frequency. And every human brain that enters REM receives them, stores them, and re-emits them at the next pause."

Silence.

"The world is learning Morgenstern's dream alphabet. Without knowing it. Without wanting to. And it's speaking it awake."

David didn't answer. He looked at his hands. They weren't shaking anymore. Since the first spontaneous REM, the tremors had stopped. His body was no longer degrading—it had stabilized. Not healed. Stabilized. Like a system that's found its equilibrium point. Except David's equilibrium point was no longer that of a normal man. It was the equilibrium point of a node. A relay. A transmitter. His body functioned—but it functioned for the network, not for David.

On the seventeenth day, David saw the first repetition. He left the building at seven to walk in the park—the same walk as every morning, the same dead leaves, the same benches, the same cats.

He sat on the usual bench. Looked at the bare plane trees. And saw a man crossing the park. Old. Small. Gray cap. Plastic bag in hand. The man from the tenth day. The same man. The same cap. The same bag. The same careful step. The same trajectory—left to right, toward the carob trees, then disappearing behind them.

David watched him pass. And the man passed again. Two minutes later. Same trajectory. Same speed. Same bag swinging at the same rhythm.

David watched him pass a third time. Same man. Same everything.

He stood. Walked to the spot where the man had disappeared behind the carob trees. Nobody was there. The park was empty. David returned to the bench. Sat.

And the man crossed again. A fourth time. Exactly identical. Like a loop. Like a gif. Like a fragment of dream that doesn't know it's a dream and repeats itself because dreams have no natural ending—they loop until the sleeper wakes.

Except David was awake. And the loop continued.

David went back to the basement. Didn't note the anomaly. There was no longer a category for what he was seeing. The word "anomaly" presupposed a norm. And the norm—stable, linear, non-repetitive, coherent reality—no longer functioned. Not everywhere. Not all the time. In places. In moments. Like holes in a fabric. Like zones where reality thinned and let you see, in transparency, the logic of what lay beneath.

The logic of the dream. And the logic of the dream is repetition. The loop. The return. The eternal same.

The world wasn't becoming a nightmare. The world was becoming self-resonant. Each dream amplified the next. Each collective pause reinforced the synchronization. Each letter pronounced by a waking sleeper added a frequency to the signal. And the signal didn't weaken. It didn't dissipate. It accumulated. Like sound in an empty cathedral. Like a note that bounces off the walls and returns and bounces again and returns again and never dies because nobody opens the door.




CHAPTER 36The Hive

Professor Yael Stern, chair of cognitive neurosciences at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, published the paper on the eighteenth day. Forty-two pages. Nature Neuroscience. Expedited publication—the editorial board had processed the manuscript in seventy-two hours instead of six months, because the phenomenon wouldn't wait six months and the world needed a name.

Professor Stern gave it one: "involuntary distributed consciousness." The concept was elegant. Human brains, she wrote, possess a latent capacity for dream synchronization, normally inhibited by cortical individuation mechanisms. A sufficiently powerful stimulus—which she couldn't identify but whose existence she postulated—had deactivated this inhibition, allowing individual REM activities to couple into a spontaneous network.

The phenomenon wasn't supernatural. It was biological. Endogenous. Human. The human brain had always been capable of dreaming in a network. It had simply needed a trigger.

The paper was cited four thousand times in a week. It gave the phenomenon a scientific respectability that made it simultaneously more real and more manageable. Governments could now speak of "IDC"—involuntary distributed consciousness—instead of saying "millions of people are having the same dream and nobody knows why."

The acronym was adopted in forty-eight hours. IDC. Three letters. A problem domesticated by language.

Government spokespeople explained on television that IDC was an emergent neurological phenomenon, comparable to other known forms of social synchronization, and that researchers were actively working to understand its exact mechanism. They didn't lie. They didn't tell the truth either. They did what governments do when reality overflows: they named. And naming calmed. Temporarily.

That same day, an American influencer named Jake Holloway—twenty-three million YouTube subscribers, specializing in personal development and wide-bandwidth spirituality—posted a thirty-seven-minute video titled "The Great Awakening Is HERE." The video presented the collective pauses, shared dreams, and Hebrew letters as proof that humanity was entering a "planetary awakening phase."

Holloway quoted the Zohar—which he hadn't read—mentioned Kabbalah—which he didn't know—and claimed the twenty-two letters spoken by waking sleepers were the "keys to the cosmic matrix."

The video got ninety million views in five days. Groups formed. Online communities. Spiritual retreats were organized in hotels in Safed—in Safed, the city where Morgenstern was still sitting on his wall, notebook on his knees, invisible amid the mystical tourists flocking by the thousands to "awaken" in the city of Kabbalah.

On the nineteenth day, the Israeli Interior Minister convened an interministerial meeting. National security. Classified. Fifteen people around a table. Avi attended. David did not—he didn't have the clearance for a meeting at that level, and nobody wanted the man the cameras filmed in two places at once sitting at the security council table.

Avi relayed the content to David that evening, in the basement, drinking a cold coffee that looked like every cold coffee of the last nineteen days.

"Three positions," Avi said. "The Ministry of Health wants to treat IDC as a pathology. Screening, medical monitoring, possibly a pharmacological protocol to inhibit REM synchronization. They have a candidate molecule—a paradoxical sleep suppressor used in clinical trials for post-traumatic disorders. They want to test it at scale."

He took a sip. "The Ministry of Defense wants to treat IDC as a threat. Unknown origin, uncontrolled propagation, impact on troop operational readiness—soldiers who stop for four seconds every four hours aren't reliable soldiers. They want to identify the epicenter and neutralize it." He looked at David. The look lasted three seconds. "The epicenter is you. They don't officially know that yet. But Doron has forwarded his reports. They'll know soon."

David took the coffee. Drank it. Cold. Bitter. The taste still triggered nothing. "The third position?"

"The Prime Minister's office. Political position. Neither pathology nor threat: opportunity. The phenomenon is global. Israel is at the epicenter—even if the public doesn't know it, foreign intelligence services are guessing. IDC gives Israel an unprecedented strategic lever. If we control the signal—or give the impression of controlling it—we have a geopolitical advantage nobody's ever had. Access to humanity's dreams."

David set down the coffee. Looked at Avi. Avi looked at David.

And the two men—the field officer and the retired agent, the only two in this room who knew what the Codex contained and what the dive cost—understood the same thing. The phenomenon was no longer a scientific problem. It was no longer a security problem. It had become a political problem. And political problems don't get solved. They get managed. Negotiated. Monetized. And the people who manage them don't know what they're managing. They only know it's powerful and that the powerful is controlled or sold.

Outside, the world kept naming. IDC. Collective awakening. Neurological threat. Strategic opportunity. Each name was a net cast over an ocean. Each net caught part of the phenomenon and let the rest through. Nobody had a big enough net. Nobody would have a big enough net. Because the phenomenon wasn't an object. It was a process. And processes aren't named—they're lived. And this one was being lived by seven billion brains every night, in every time zone, at every sleep cycle, without exception, without opt-out, without unsubscribe.

Sarah came down at ten o'clock. She didn't sit. She stood. Six feet away. Arms crossed over her chest—the posture of someone who needs to hold something and has nothing to hold.

"I read Stern's paper," she said. "Involuntary distributed consciousness. It's a good name. It's wrong, but it's a good name." Pause. "The human brain doesn't have a latent capacity for dream synchronization. This isn't biological. This isn't endogenous. It's you, David. It's your brain. Your signal. Your channels. Your letters. None of what's happening would exist without what happened to you in the basement of this building nineteen days ago. And nobody knows. And if anyone knew, nobody would believe it. Because the truth—a retired Mossad agent whose brain was reconfigured by repeated dream dives and who emits an uncontrolled REM synchronization signal—the truth is more unbelievable than any theory."

She looked at him. Her eyes were tired. Not the scientist's eyes—the woman's eyes. The eyes of someone who's been watching over a man for nineteen days and can't touch him and can't save him and can't look away.

"I don't know what to do, David. I don't know if anyone knows what to do."

David looked at her. And for the first time since the dive into the ash, since the black cable, since the blood from his eyes, he said something that was neither a report nor data nor a recommendation.

He said: "Neither do I."

Six feet. The fluorescents. The basement.

And outside, above them, seven billion people who were about to close their eyes and join the network nobody had wanted and nobody knew how to turn off.




CHAPTER 37The False Choice

On the twentieth day, the world divided. Not into two camps—into two reflexes.

The first reflex was disconnection. Groups formed—online first, then physically—around a simple idea: stop sleeping. If the signal propagated through REM, then eliminate REM. Voluntary insomnia protocols circulated on social media. Pharmacies were stripped of their stocks of modafinil, dextroamphetamine, concentrated caffeine. A doctor in Los Angeles published a ten-step guide for "staying awake and free." The guide was downloaded two million times in twenty-four hours.

The first results were predictable: after seventy-two hours without sleep, the disconnection volunteers suffered hallucinations, paranoia, cognitive failure. Some were hospitalized. A man died in São Paulo—cardiac arrest after a hundred and seven hours of chemically maintained wakefulness.

Disconnection didn't work. The human body doesn't negotiate with sleep. Sleep always wins.

The second reflex was immersion. Other groups—smaller, more organized, quieter—went in the opposite direction. If the signal existed, it had to be explored. "Dream circles" appeared in dozens of cities. People gathered in rented rooms, gymnasiums, private living rooms, lay down side by side, and fell asleep together. Deliberately. With the intention of synchronizing. Of diving. Of seeing what was on the other side.

The circles had no leader, no protocol, no Targum. They had something more dangerous: enthusiasm. And enthusiasm, when it encounters a phenomenon it doesn't understand, produces exactly the same damage as ignorance—but with a smile.

The first dream circle incidents were reported on the twenty-second day. In Berlin, a group of fourteen people had fallen asleep in a Kreuzberg loft. Eleven woke normally. Three didn't wake up. Not dead—in comas. Permanent REM. Like Yitzhak's agents. Like Daniel. Except nobody had infiltrated them. Nobody had implanted a signature. They'd connected to the network voluntarily, by the sheer force of collective intention, and the network had kept them. The network didn't distinguish between a forced connection and a voluntary one. The network took everything that entered.

In Tokyo, a circle of twenty people produced a different result. All woke up. But five of them woke with memories that weren't theirs. A thirty-year-old woman remembered growing up in Haifa—she'd never left Japan. A fifty-year-old man spoke fluent Hebrew upon waking—he hadn't known a word of Hebrew the day before.

The memories faded within hours. The Hebrew vanished. But the fact remained. The network wasn't just synchronizing dreams. It was mixing memories.

David read the reports. All of them. Methodically. Berlin. Tokyo. Buenos Aires. Lagos. Montreal. Everywhere the same thing—dream circles produced either comas, or memory transfers, or both.

And governments couldn't ban them. You can't forbid people from sleeping together. You can't forbid people from closing their eyes at the same time in the same room. The phenomenon didn't need technology. It needed sleep. And sleep is a right nobody can take away.

Avi came down with a classified report. Not from the Shin Bet—from the Mossad. David's former employer.

"The Americans have identified the epicenter," he said. "Not officially. By deduction. They cross-referenced global synchronization data with time zones and activity peaks. The epicenter is in Israel. Central zone. Twelve-mile radius around Tel Aviv."

He set down the report. "They don't have your name. Not yet. But they have the radius. And inside that radius is a government building in Petah Tikva with a classified basement. It's only a matter of time."

David looked at the report. The maps. The concentric circles. His basement at the exact center. The signal emanating from him—from his brain, from his REM, from his channels—and radiating outward like ripples in water. Except the water was human sleep. And the ripples didn't weaken with distance. They amplified. Each sleeper-relay strengthened them. The signal entered a weak brain and came out stronger. The network was feeding on itself.

David understood something. Not a revelation—a subtraction.

He looked at the two camps—those who wanted to disconnect and those who wanted to dive—and saw they were in the same trap. Disconnecting didn't work because sleep is biological and biology doesn't negotiate. Diving didn't work because the network absorbed everything that entered and gave nothing back. The two responses were symmetrical. Both were powerless. And both started from the same false premise: that the network was something you could control. Turn off or turn on. Disconnect or connect. Yes or no.

The network wasn't a switch. The network was no longer technology. The network had become a condition. Like gravity. Like temperature. Like the fact of being alive.

You don't "cut" gravity. You don't "dive into" temperature. You live with it. You live inside it.

The global dream network—the network Yitzhak had designed for twelve people and David had involuntarily extended to the entire species—had become a property of the human brain. Not an addition. Not an infection. A property. Like language. Like consciousness. Like dreaming itself.

And David, sitting in the basement of Petah Tikva, at the exact center of the signal, understood that the question was no longer "how to stop the network."

The question was: how do you live in a world where every human brain is connected to every other human brain every night, where dreams circulate like blood, where memories mix, where thoughts are no longer private, where sleep is no longer a refuge but a network.

The question had no answer. Not in the Codex. Not in Morgenstern's lexicon. Not in the letters. Not in Sarah's science. Not in Avi's bureaucracy. Not in government policy.

The question had no answer because the question wasn't a question. It was a fact. And facts don't get solved. They get inhabited.




CHAPTER 38The Overload

On the twenty-third day, David stopped dreaming. Not like before—not the chemical dark, not the protocol's void. Something different. He closed his eyes and he saw. Not his dreams. Other people's. Fragments. Shards. A hospital corridor in Berlin. A night market in Bangkok. A kindergarten in Reykjavik.

The images came in succession at a speed that precluded contemplation—not a film, channel-surfing. Channel-surfing across seven billion stations, none staying more than half a second. David was no longer sleeping. He was receiving. His brain had become a satellite dish aimed at a sky saturated with signals, and the signals poured in without filter, without sorting, without pause.

The insomnia that resulted wasn't ordinary insomnia. David didn't suffer from the absence of sleep. He suffered from an excess of dream. His body was lying down. His eyes were closed. His heart rate was low. But his visual cortex was running at full power—Sarah's scans showed activity comparable to a man watching an IMAX screen for twenty-four hours straight.

The brain never rested. The brain processed. Constantly. And each hour of processing wore down the resources a little more—glucose, oxygen, neurotransmitters. David was losing weight. Not from lack of food—he ate, mechanically, whatever was placed in front of him. From internal consumption. His brain was burning more calories than his body absorbed. Like a machine whose processor overheats and melts from the inside.

On the twenty-fourth day, the visions changed. David saw something that didn't yet exist.

He was sitting in the basement, eyes open, reading a curve, when the image superimposed itself on reality—transparent, sharp, indisputable. He saw Sarah enter the basement. He saw she was wearing a gray sweater he didn't recognize. He saw she was holding a phone to her ear. He saw her face was undone—not tired, undone. He saw her say: "When?"

Then the image vanished. The basement was empty. Sarah wasn't there. David checked the time. 9:12 AM.

At 11:47 AM, Sarah entered the basement. She was wearing a gray sweater David didn't recognize. She was holding a phone to her ear. Her face was undone. She said: "When?"

David didn't move. He watched the scene unfold exactly as he'd seen it two hours and thirty-five minutes earlier. Every detail. The color of the sweater. The angle of the phone. The word.

He had seen the future. Not through clairvoyance. Not through prophecy. Through overload. His brain was receiving so many dream signals that it was picking up fragments that hadn't happened yet—intentions, trajectories, probabilities crystallizing in others' dreams before occurring in reality. The future wasn't written. It was dreamed. And David received it in advance because he was plugged into the network that was dreaming it.

Sarah hung up. Looked at him. "Morgenstern," she said. "He fell. At the Safed cemetery. Avi's agents found him this morning, lying at the foot of the wall. Conscious. But he can't walk anymore. His legs gave out. The doctor says it's neurological—not vascular, not muscular. Neurological. As if the motor connections disconnected during the night." She set down the phone. "He wants to see you."

David didn't respond to Morgenstern's request. Not right away. He stayed seated. He was thinking about what he'd just seen—the scene in advance. And he was thinking about what it meant. If his brain could receive the future, it was because the future was already somewhere in the network. The dreams of seven billion people contained fragments of what was going to happen—unformulated intentions, untaken decisions, uncommitted movements. The network wasn't just connecting the present. It was connecting times. The past circulated in the mixed memories. The future circulated in the dreamed intentions. And the present—the real, the solid, the now—was compressed between the two. Thinner and thinner. More and more transparent.

Sarah sat. Six feet. She had the data from David's scan from the night—images of his brain activity during the six hours he'd received the world's dreams without sleeping. She showed them. The screen displayed a brain on fire. Not metaphorically—the activity zones were so intense they appeared white on the thermal imaging. The visual cortex. The auditory cortex. The hippocampus. The amygdala. Everything running at full capacity. All the time. Without cycles. Without rest.

"You're in overload," Sarah said. "Your brain is a central node. All the signals pass through you—not voluntarily, not technically. Structurally. Yitzhak's channels converge on you like roads toward an intersection. And the intersection can't absorb the traffic."

She pointed to a zone on the scan. The thalamus. "This area normally filters sensory information. It sorts what reaches the cortex and what gets blocked. In you, the filter is open. Completely. Everything gets through. Everything arrives. Nothing is sorted."

Pause. "If this continues, your brain will shut down. Not gradually. All at once. Like a fuse blowing. And when the central node shuts down, I don't know what happens to the network. Either it dies with you. Or it finds another node. Or it continues without a node. I don't know. Nobody knows."

David looked at the scan. His own brain in white. On fire. In overload.

And he thought: so this is how it ends. Not by a decision. Not by a choice. By a fuse. By a physical limit the body imposes when the mind has stopped protecting itself. The body says stop. The body always has the last word. Even when the mind is connected to seven billion other minds and the signal never stops. The body says stop. And the body doesn't negotiate.

He stood. His legs still held. Not well. But they held. "I'm going to see Morgenstern," he said.

"You can't drive," Sarah said.

"I know."

He climbed the stairs. Called Avi. Requested a vehicle to Safed.

It would be the last time he climbed those stairs.




CHAPTER 39Reality Optional

The first economic sign was the Tokyo Stock Exchange. On the twenty-fifth day, the Nikkei lost eleven percent in four hours. Not because of a financial crisis. Not because of a war. Because of absenteeism. Thirty-seven percent of the floor traders hadn't come to work. Not on strike. Not sick. They were at home. Asleep. Voluntarily.

Tokyo's dream circles—the largest in the world, organized in rented warehouses in the Edogawa industrial zone—had recruited among financial executives. The argument was simple: why spend twelve hours trading numbers on a screen when you can spend twelve hours in a shared dream space where anything is possible? The argument wasn't rational. It didn't need to be. It was seductive. And seduction, when it meets exhaustion, wins without a fight.

The Nikkei was first. The Nasdaq followed. The CAC 40. The Dax. The FTSE. Not collapses—slow bleeds. Markets didn't crash. They drained. Traders left. Analysts left. Regulators left. Not all. Not at once. In batches. Five here. Ten there. Enough for automated systems to take over and humans to become optional.

The algorithms kept trading. The algorithms didn't need sleep. The algorithms didn't dream. The algorithms were the only reliable workers in a world where humans increasingly preferred to close their eyes.

David learned the numbers in the SUV, on the road to Safed. Avi was driving. The radio ran the news on a loop—the anchor's tone was one David recognized. The tone of someone who doesn't understand what he's reading but reads it anyway because it's his job.

The stories followed one another without hierarchy. The stock markets. The dream circles. A plane crash in Frankfurt—the copilot had fallen asleep during approach, not from fatigue but from synchronization, struck by a collective pause at the exact instant his hands needed to be on the controls. A hundred and forty-three dead. The first IDC-related crash. Experts predicted it wouldn't be the last.

Then the hospitals. Emergency rooms worldwide were reporting a sixty-percent increase in admissions for "altered states of consciousness." Not comas—intermediate states. People who were neither awake nor asleep. Who responded to stimuli but with a delay. Who spoke but not in the right language. Who walked but not toward their destination. People functioning at half capacity. Like computers in sleep mode—present, powered, technically active, but not there. Not really there.

Governments responded as governments respond: through procedure. Committees were created. Budgets were allocated. Experts were summoned. Reports were written. The reports all said the same thing: we don't understand the phenomenon, we can't control it, we recommend crisis management measures.

The measures were implemented. Reception centers were opened for "involuntary sleepers"—people who fell asleep in the streets, in transit, at work, unable to resist. Security protocols were established in critical sectors—aviation, nuclear, surgery. Pilots were doubled. Air traffic controllers were tripled. Surgeons were assisted by monitoring AIs that took over if the doctor's hands stopped moving.

The world didn't collapse. The world adapted. Badly. Slowly. With gaps. Like a fabric coming apart and being re-sewn with whatever's at hand—wire instead of silk thread, patches instead of seams. The world continued through inertia. Trains ran. Factories produced. Supermarkets stayed open.

But the safety margin—the distance between normal functioning and disaster—was shrinking every day. Every night. Every sleep cycle.

The SUV arrived in Safed at four o'clock. The city had changed. Thousands of people were camping in the streets—not tourists, pilgrims. People from around the world who'd come to sleep in the city of Kabbalah. They believed Safed was the source of the phenomenon—not wrongly, in a sense.

The alleys were overrun with tents, sleeping bags, candles, groups meditating with closed eyes on the stone steps. Street vendors offered "dream immersion guides." Touts offered "guided dive sessions." The Kabbalists' cemetery had been closed to the public for three days—too many people, risk of structural collapse of the ancient walls.

Avi parked in an improvised lot at the city entrance. Showed a badge. Passed a police barricade. Helped David out of the vehicle—David's legs still worked but every movement had a delay, a gap between intention and execution, as if the nerve signal took an extra half-second to reach the muscles. The delay of someone whose brain is occupied elsewhere.

They found Morgenstern in a room at the Safed police station. Not a cell—a room. Avi's agents had set him up there after his fall, in a military cot with a gray blanket and a glass of water on a plastic chair.

The Rav was lying down. His legs no longer moved. His arms worked. His eyes were sharp—terribly sharp, as if all the life that had left his legs had concentrated in his gaze. The notebook was resting on his chest. Closed. Hands on top.

David sat on the plastic chair. Beside the glass of water. Facing his teacher. The man who'd taught him the letters. The man who'd lied for twenty years. The man who'd kept the Codex. The man whose legs had given out in a cemetery while the world synchronized to the rhythm of a signal he'd indirectly made possible.

Morgenstern looked at him. For a long time. Then he said—with the voice of someone who's had twenty-five days to think and has reached a single conclusion: "You've come to ask me how to stop the network."

David nodded.

Morgenstern closed his eyes. Opened them. "You don't stop it. It's not a network. It's what humanity has always been. Connected. Through sleep. Through dreams. Through the thing the texts call the collective soul and science calls neural synchronization. Yitzhak didn't invent anything. He opened a door that was closed. And you, David, you ripped the door off its hinges. The door doesn't close again. The hinges are broken."

David looked at the old man lying there. The dead legs. The living eyes. The notebook on his chest.

And he found nothing to say. Because Morgenstern was right. And the truth, when it's complete and without appeal, leaves no room for words.

Outside, in the streets of Safed, thousands of people were closing their eyes and plunging into collective sleep. And the world, around them, continued functioning—badly, slowly, with gaps—because the world doesn't stop when humans stop. The world continues. It's its only skill.




CHAPTER 40The Faceless

The first case was reported at Ichilov Hospital in Tel Aviv on the twenty-seventh day. A man of about forty, found sitting on a bench on Rothschild Boulevard at six in the morning, properly dressed, apparently healthy, who didn't know who he was.

Not a classical amnesia—amnesiacs know they've forgotten. This man didn't know there was anything to know. He wasn't looking for his name. He wasn't looking for his memories. He was sitting on a bench watching the trees, and when the police asked for his papers, he looked at them with the polite, empty expression of someone who doesn't understand the question. Not the language—he spoke Hebrew. The question itself. Why would he have papers? Why would he have a name? He was here. Wasn't that enough?

The police took him to Ichilov. Doctors examined him. Sound body. Functional brain. Normal EEG—no signature, no anomaly, no trace of IDC. The man cooperated. He answered factual questions—what color is this wall? White. What's three plus four? Seven. What day is it? He didn't know. Not because he'd forgotten. Because the concept of "day" didn't seem to have meaning for him. Time, for this man, wasn't a line. It was a point. He was here. Now. That's all.

They took his fingerprints. No match in Israeli databases. They took his photo. No match in facial recognition databases. They took his DNA. No match anywhere.

The man didn't exist. Not in civil registries, not in military databases, not in immigration files, not in hospital systems. He had no passport. No driver's license. No bank account. No phone number. No address. No history. He was a functioning human body without verifiable identity.

The second case was reported in Paris. The third in Mumbai. The fourth in São Paulo. Within a week, eighty-three similar cases were recorded in twenty-seven countries. People without identity. Without verifiable past. Without prints in any database. They spoke the local language—perfectly, without accent. They knew the streets—they could give directions to a specific location without hesitation. They knew things—facts, data, practical information. But they didn't know who knew. The "who" had vanished. The content existed. The container was empty.

Theories multiplied. Rationalists spoke of "collective dissociative amnesia"—a psychiatric syndrome amplified by IDC. Conspiracy theorists spoke of clones, secret military programs, embodied artificial intelligence. Mystics spoke of new souls—beings created by the dream network, consciousnesses born in the collective dream and materialized in reality.

No theory explained why the databases contained no trace of these people. You could accept amnesia. You couldn't accept the absence of fingerprints in a system that records every citizen at birth.

David learned of the faceless through an Avi report, read in the room at the Safed police station where he now slept—not in a bed, on a chair, because the beds were occupied by Morgenstern and by two security agents who took turns watching the Rav.

David read the report. Eighty-three cases. Twenty-seven countries. No identities.

And he thought of Rachel.

Faceless Rachel in the dream corridor. The shoulders. The hands. The posture. Everything but the face. The face erased by the dive. Burned. Consumed.

And now, in the real world, faceless people—not physically, their faces existed, but in terms of identity. People whose "who" had been erased. As if the dream, in overflowing into reality, had brought with it its own logic—the logic where details disappear, where names fade, where faces dissolve. The dream doesn't know identity. The dream knows presence. And the faceless were pure presences. Without identity. Without history. Without names.

On the twenty-ninth day, Doron came to Safed. He was no longer smiling. The professional smile had been replaced by something more honest—worry.

He entered the room where David was reading the nine agents' curves on a laptop balanced on his knees. He sat. No notepad this time.

"The bureau has made a decision," he said. "Your name is going to become public. Not through us—through the Americans. Their analysis of the epicenter is complete. They know the signal originates from Petah Tikva. They know an individual is at the center. They don't have your name but they have your profile—former Mossad, classified operation, abnormal dream capability. It's a matter of days before they find you. And when they do, they'll publish. Not to punish you. To protect themselves. Show they've identified the source. Transfer the responsibility."

David didn't look up from the screen. The nine agents' curves. Still synchronized. Still aligned with his rhythm. Still normal in appearance. Still abnormal in reality.

"And then?"

Doron hesitated. The first hesitation David had seen from him. "Then you'll be three things at once. For governments: an asset to recover or neutralize. For the public: a monster or a messiah, depending on the angle. For the system: a problem without a solution."

He stood. "My advice—unofficial, personal, off the record: disappear. Before your name goes public. Disappear and let the phenomenon continue without an identified center. The network doesn't need you to function. It just needs you to exist somewhere. Where doesn't matter."

Disappear. The advice of a bureaucrat who'd spent his career watching people, and who was now advising the man he was watching to become untraceable.

David thought of Morgenstern in the next room. The Rav who could no longer walk. The Codex on his chest. The sharp eyes in a motionless body.

And he thought of the faceless—the people without identity walking through streets worldwide with the tranquil grace of those who have nothing to lose because they never had anything.

He wouldn't disappear. Not out of courage. Not out of duty. Because disappearing supposed there was somewhere to go. And for a man whose brain received the dreams of seven billion people, whose body was degrading hour by hour, whose memory had burned, whose eyes had wept blood, whose legs responded with a delay—for that man, there was nowhere to go.

The epicenter wasn't a place. The epicenter was him. And you don't escape yourself. Even when yourself has become a monster, a messiah, a problem without a solution.

Doron got in his car. Left Safed. David stayed. Opened a new curve. Read the data. Wrote a report nobody might ever read.

And outside, in the streets of Safed and Tel Aviv and Tokyo and Paris and São Paulo, the faceless walked. Calmly. Without purpose. Without identity. Without fear. As if the world didn't belong to them. As if the world no longer belonged to anyone.




CHAPTER 41The Useless Man

David Weiss's name was published on the thirty-first day. Not by the Americans—Doron had been wrong about the source. By a Haaretz journalist named Tamir Golan, forty-two, specializing in security affairs, who'd spent fifteen days cross-referencing the public data on collective pauses with the property records of government buildings in the Petah Tikva area.

The article was four thousand words. It didn't mention the Targum, the Codex, the dives, Yitzhak, or Morgenstern. It mentioned a man. A former Mossad agent, early retirement after a "personal incident," assigned to a classified Shin Bet operation in a Petah Tikva building located at the exact geometric center of the IDC epicenter.

The article asked a single question, in the headline: Who Is David Weiss?

Within twelve hours, the name became a hashtag. Within twenty-four hours, the hashtag became a symbol. Within forty-eight hours, the symbol became three contradictory symbols.

For the first group—the dream circles, the mystical communities, the millions who'd welcomed IDC as an awakening—David Weiss was a prophet. The man who'd opened the door. The channel. The first to connect. Pages were created in his name. Prayer groups. Petitions to protect him. Artists painted his face—reconstructed from the only available photo, a blurry image from a 2009 military yearbook—on walls in Tel Aviv, Berlin, Buenos Aires. David's face, painted blue, eyes closed, became the unofficial symbol of the immersion movement. The man who sleeps so the world can awaken. The irony would have been funny if it hadn't been lethal.

For the second group—governments, security services, the institutions trying to keep reality operational—David Weiss was a threat. Patient zero. The epicenter. The man who needed to be isolated, studied, neutralized, possibly detained. The Prime Minister's office issued a statement denying any connection between an Israeli citizen and the global IDC phenomenon. The denial was interpreted as confirmation. Foreign intelligence services intensified their search. MI6 sent a team to Tel Aviv. The CIA opened a file. Germany's BND requested access to Israeli medical data. Everyone wanted David. Not to save him—to understand him. Or to stop him.

For the third group—the skeptics, the rationalists, the people who refused to accept that a single man could be responsible for a global neurological phenomenon—David Weiss was a myth. A media construct. A convenient scapegoat for a phenomenon nobody understood. Articles were published in the New York Times, the Guardian, Le Monde, dismantling the Haaretz article point by point. Correlation is not causation. A man at the center of an epicenter is not the cause of the epicenter. IDC is a biological phenomenon, not the result of an intelligence operation. David Weiss, if he exists, is simply a man in the wrong place at the wrong time. The arguments were solid. Reasonable. And wrong.

David read the articles on the laptop in the Safed police station. He read the three versions of himself—the prophet, the threat, the myth. He saw his face painted blue on a Tel Aviv wall, shared a hundred thousand times on Instagram. He saw his name in a classified CIA memo, leaked by an anonymous whistleblower. He saw a Columbia professor explain on CNN that David Weiss probably wasn't a real person but a "narrative artifact" created by recommendation algorithms.

He read all of it and felt nothing. The void. The same void as on the bench in Petah Tikva. The same void as inside the skull without memories. The world was talking about him and the world was talking about a stranger. The man being discussed—the prophet, the threat, the myth—bore no relation to the man sitting on a police station chair who couldn't sleep anymore because sleeping meant receiving the dreams of all humanity.

On the thirty-third day, Avi came to Safed with a proposal. Not from him—from the Prime Minister's office.

"They want you to leave the country. Quietly. Destination of your choice. Identity provided. Protection guaranteed. In exchange, you sign a confidentiality agreement and never communicate publicly again. Ever."

He placed the document on the cot. Two pages. Sober. Official. "It's the best offer you'll get."

David didn't read the document. He looked at Avi. "If I leave, what happens?"

Avi didn't answer right away. He knew the answer. He didn't want to give it. Then he gave it.

"We don't know. Sarah thinks your departure won't change anything—the network is autonomous now. Your brain is the original node but the secondary nodes are numerous enough and powerful enough to maintain the synchronization without you. You could go to Mars, the network would continue."

Pause. "But there's the other hypothesis. Ilan's. Ilan thinks your brain is still the regulator. Not the transmitter—the regulator. The one keeping the rhythm stable. Without you, the rhythm could run away. The pauses would become longer. More frequent. The dream circles would become comas. The synchronization would become fusion. And fusion—Ilan uses the word 'collapse'—fusion would mean the end of individual consciousness. Seven billion brains becoming one brain. No return."

David looked at the document. Two pages. A confidentiality agreement. A plane ticket. A new identity. A life elsewhere.

And on the other side of the scale, the possibility—not the certainty, the possibility—that his departure would trigger the collapse of human consciousness. The possibility that he was the last fuse between the world as it was and the world as it would become. The possibility that the most useless man in the room—the man who could no longer sleep, or dream, or remember, or walk properly, or act—was also the most necessary man. Not because he was doing something. Because he existed.

"No," David said. "I'm staying."

Avi took the document. Put it away. Didn't argue. He'd known David long enough to know that "no" was a final word in his mouth.

He stood. Stopped at the door. "The world is going to come looking for you, David. The whole world. Not to thank you and not to punish you. To possess you. Because you're the only thing they don't understand and men can't tolerate what they don't understand."

David didn't answer. He opened the laptop. Read the curves. The Jerusalem teacher. The Tel Aviv nurse. The Beer Sheva bus driver. The nine agents. The first nine. The nine who still didn't know.

And around them—invisible, immense, unstoppable—the network of seven billion brains pulsing to the rhythm of a man sitting in a Safed police station who was no longer useful for anything. Except existing.




CHAPTER 42The Final Temptation

The proposal arrived on the thirty-fifth day. Not from one government—from several. A joint document. United States, European Union, China, Russia, Japan. Five signatures. Classified at the highest level. Transmitted to Avi through the Prime Minister's office, which had received it via secure diplomatic channel at three in the morning.

Avi drove it to Safed personally. No siren, no escort. The road was empty—Israeli highways were increasingly empty at night, people preferring not to drive during synchronization hours, when collective pauses struck without warning and four seconds of immobility at sixty miles an hour meant six hundred feet traveled with your eyes closed.

Avi entered the police station room at five in the morning. David was awake—David was always awake now. Not insomniac. Plugged in. The brain was receiving continuously. The body no longer slept.

Morgenstern was awake too. Since his legs had given out, the Rav barely slept anymore—two hours a night, light sleep, no REM, as if his brain refused to enter the network he'd helped make possible.

The two men were in the same room, in two cots separated by three feet, master and student, the immobile and the insomniac, each a prisoner of his own kind of ruin.

Avi placed the document on David's cot. Seventy-two pages. Title: International Protocol for Stabilization of the Dream Network—Common Operational Framework.

David read. Not all seventy-two pages—the executive summary. Three pages. The summary said this:

The IDC phenomenon could not be stopped. The signatory governments acknowledged it. No technology, no pharmacology, no military or police intervention could shut down a network that propagated through human sleep. Sleep cannot be legislated. The proposal was therefore not to stop the network. It was to stabilize it.

Stabilize meant: control the rhythm. Replace the chaotic synchronization—unpredictable pauses, uncontrolled shared dreams, random memory transfers—with a regulated synchronization. An imposed rhythm. Globally coordinated sleep windows. Synchronization frequencies calibrated to minimize side effects—no pauses, no transfers, no comas. A clean network. Orderly. Managed.

To achieve this, the protocol required two things.

The first: access to Yitzhak's Codex. The document mentioned the Codex by name—someone, somewhere, had talked. The Codex contained the original synchronization algorithms. The governments wanted to adapt them, industrialize them, deploy them via satellite transmitters that would modulate the global REM signal the way you modulate a radio frequency. The technology existed—not the dream technology, the brainwave modulation technology, developed over twenty years by military neuro-influence programs. It just needed adapting.

The second: David. The central node. The regulator.

The protocol provided for placing David in a controlled environment—the document used the phrase "dedicated facility"—where his brain would serve as a permanent calibrator for the stabilized network. David wouldn't be detained. He would be "housed." He wouldn't be constrained. He would be "supported." He wouldn't lose his freedom. He would lose the choice not to participate.

The document was drafted in language so clean, so polite, so legally impeccable that the violence of what it proposed only became visible on the third reading.

David read three times.

What the protocol proposed, in plain terms, was this: transform the wild dream network into an administered dream network. Governments would control the rhythm of global sleep. They would decide when people dream, for how long, at what frequency, at what intensity. They would decide which dreams circulate and which are blocked. They would have access—the document didn't say it in those terms but the mechanism was transparent—to the interiority of every human being on the planet. Not to waking thoughts. To dreams.

And dreams are where the mind is naked. Where desire exists without a mask. Where fear exists without defense. Where imagination exists without censorship. Dreams are the last ungoverned territory of human experience. And the protocol proposed to govern it.

David set down the document. Looked at Morgenstern. The Rav had his eyes closed. Not asleep—eyes closed by choice, the way you close a door.

David said: "Did you hear?"

Morgenstern opened his eyes. "I heard."

Silence. Then: "It's exactly what I would have done if I'd been twenty years younger and had more power. It's the perfect temptation. It doesn't destroy. It organizes. It doesn't kill the dream. It domesticates it. And a domesticated dream is worse than a destroyed dream. Because a destroyed dream leaves a void. A domesticated dream leaves the illusion that the dream still exists."

Sarah arrived in Safed the next morning. She'd read the protocol—Avi had sent it via secure channel. She entered the room. Didn't sit. Stood. Six feet. Arms crossed.

"This is the end of free will," she said. "Not the violent end. The administrative end. If this protocol is activated, every human being on earth will have their dreams regulated by a central system. Dreams are the only space where thought is free. Absolutely free. Uncontrolled. Unsurveilled. The last private space. And they want to fill it with calibrated frequencies."

She looked at David. Then Morgenstern. Then David again.

"There's a word for this," she said. "The word used when someone controls the thought of another human being without their consent. The word exists in every language. The word is: slavery. Not slavery of the body. Slavery of the mind. And the protocol proposes to make it legal, permanent, and global."

David looked at the document on the cot. Seventy-two pages. Five signatures. The diplomatic weight of half the planet.

The argument was rational—the wild network was killing people. The Frankfurt crash. The dream circle comas. The faceless. The economic collapses. The wild network was dangerous. The stabilized network would be safe.

The argument was rational and the argument was a trap. Because the alternative to chaos isn't always order. Sometimes, the alternative to chaos is an order worse than the chaos. An order that looks like peace but is a prison. An order where everything functions but nothing is free. An order where the world turns but dreams are dead.

Morgenstern, from his bed, legs dead, eyes alive, said one last thing. Not a citation. Not a verse. A simple sentence, in perfect French, with the accent of the Bnei Brak Rav he had always been: "The Flood was also a solution. Clean. Complete. Final. The world was bad, the world was cleansed. And after the cleansing, the world was empty."

David didn't sign the protocol. He didn't refuse it either—not yet. He set it on the plastic chair, beside the glass of water, and looked at the room's wall. The white wall of the Safed police station. A wall without a window. A wall that opened onto nothing.

And he thought that this was exactly it—the choice that wasn't one. On one side, the chaos of the wild network, with its deaths, its comas, its faceless. On the other, the order of the domesticated network, with its clean slavery and its dead freedom. And in the middle, nothing. No third way. No hidden solution. No letter in the alphabet that would fix everything. Just two walls. And a man between them. And the wall opened onto nothing.

The apocalypse didn't need to be violent. It could be gentle. Signed. Stamped. Approved by five governments. Drafted in legal language. The apocalypse could look like a stabilization protocol. Seventy-two pages. Black binding. United Nations logo. And inside, the death of the last thing that made man a free being: the right to dream without permission.




CHAPTER 43The Refusal

On the thirty-seventh day, they all came.

Avi arrived first. Six in the morning. Wrinkled suit. Unshaven for three days. He was carrying the stabilization protocol with the Prime Minister's office annotations—yellow Post-its on every page, paragraphs highlighted in green, the sign that the political machine had chewed the document and found it digestible. The Prime Minister supported the protocol. The Knesset had been briefed in closed committee. The validation vote was scheduled in forty-eight hours.

Avi placed the annotated document on the plastic chair, beside the glass of water, beside the first copy David hadn't signed.

Sarah arrived at eight. She had Daniel with her—the child was walking now, slowly, holding onto walls, with the fragile determination of a little boy relearning what his body had known before fourteen months of coma. Daniel didn't talk much. He watched. His eyes—the eyes that distinguished real from fake—landed on things with an attention the adults had lost.

He looked at David. For a long time. With the expression of a child who recognizes someone without remembering from where.

Sarah set him up in the police station hallway with a drawing pad and crayons. Then she entered the room.

Doron arrived at nine. No smile. No notepad. With a secure phone and a warrant—not an arrest warrant, a warrant for "temporary placement at the State's disposal." The warrant gave the government the right to move David to a "dedicated facility" if David refused to cooperate voluntarily. The warrant was signed by a judge. The judge probably didn't know what he was signing. Judges sign what the services ask them to sign when the "national security" stamp is applied. That's how the system works. That's how the system has always worked.

Ilan Pasternak arrived at ten. By video—he was still in Beer Sheva, in cognitive rehabilitation after the weeks of post-operational confusion. His face on the laptop screen was that of a man who'd aged ten years in one month.

He'd read the protocol. He had an opinion.

"Technically," he said, "it's feasible. The satellite transmitters exist. Brainwave modulation is well-established. The Codex provides the algorithms. And David provides the calibration. The network would be stabilized in seventy-two hours. The pauses would stop. The comas would stop. The crashes would stop. The world would become functional again." Pause. "The price is that the world would no longer be the world. It would be a world administered down to the level of sleep. But at least it would turn."

Morgenstern said nothing. He was lying in his bed, eyes open, notebook on his chest. He'd said what he had to say the day before. The Flood was also a solution. He had nothing to add. He was eighty-two years old with dead legs and a notebook full of twenty years of lies and he'd stopped pretending he had answers. It was perhaps the most honest thing he'd done since David had known him.

They were all there. Avi. Sarah. Doron. Ilan on a screen. Morgenstern in a bed. Daniel in the hallway with his crayons.

And David on his chair, at the center, eyes open, brain on fire, receiving the world's dreams in real time, seeing fragments of the future overlaid on the present, body seven kilos thinner, hands motionless—the tremors had stopped long ago, replaced by a stillness that was worse because it didn't tremble not from absence of movement but from absence of the will to move.

Avi spoke first. "David. The protocol is on the table. The Prime Minister is waiting for your answer. The Americans are waiting for your answer. The world is waiting for your answer. If you accept, the network is stabilized and people stop dying. If you refuse, the warrant applies and we transfer you by force. The only difference between the two options is the word 'voluntary' on the form. The outcome is the same."

David looked at Avi. Then Sarah. Then the screen where Ilan waited. Then Morgenstern, who wasn't looking at him. Then the white wall. Then his hands.

And he said: "No."

Avi waited. As if the word were incomplete. As if "no" were the beginning of a sentence that would continue with "but" or "unless" or "on the condition that." The word didn't continue.

David repeated: "No. I'm not signing the protocol. I'm not cooperating voluntarily. And if you transfer me by force, my brain won't cooperate either. You can't force a neural calibration. You can put me in a facility and plug me into machines and modulate frequencies. My brain will do what it does—receive, transmit, synchronize. But it won't calibrate. Not under coercion. Calibration requires intention. And my intention is no."

Avi looked at Doron. Doron looked at his phone. Ilan, on the screen, said nothing. Sarah said nothing. Morgenstern closed his eyes.

David continued. Not because he wanted to talk. Because he needed to say one more thing. Just one.

"What you're proposing is to decide for seven billion people what they're allowed to dream. No human being has that authority. No government. No committee. No protocol. Dreams belong to no one. They don't belong to me. They don't belong to you. They don't belong to the five countries that signed this document. Dreams are the only thing a human being possesses that nobody can take from them. And you want to take it. Not by force—by administration. That's worse. Force at least is honest."

Silence. The silence lasted a long time. Longer than normal silences in a room full of people who are waiting for an answer and have gotten the wrong one.

Doron was the first to move. He took his phone. Left the room. They heard him talking in the hallway—short, factual words, the account of a refusal transmitted to someone who would transmit it to someone else who would transmit it to the office that would transmit it to the Prime Minister. The chain of command. The chain that transforms a "no" into an administrative problem to solve.

Avi stayed. He was looking at David with something that resembled—David wasn't sure, he was no longer sure of anything—respect. Or pity. Or both.

"You know what's going to happen now," Avi said.

"Yes."

"The warrant will be executed."

"Yes."

"You'll be transferred."

"Yes."

"And you think your refusal will change something?"

"No."

Avi nodded. "Then why?"

David looked at his hands. Motionless. Thin. The hands of a man who'd held a pistol and a Hebrew letter and an old man's hand in a dream garden and nothing at all.

"Because someone has to say no. Not so it works. Not so it changes something. Because if nobody says no, then the protocol becomes the norm. And if the protocol becomes the norm, then in ten years nobody will remember there was a world where people dreamed freely. And if nobody remembers, then that world never existed. And I refuse to let that world never have existed."

Avi stood. Took the document. The yellow Post-its. The green highlights. The placement warrant. He put it all in an envelope. Left.

In the hallway, he passed Daniel. The child was drawing. Shapes on paper. Avi didn't look at the drawing. If he had looked, he would have seen that Daniel was drawing a man sitting on a chair, hands on his knees, eyes open, in a room without windows. And that the man had no face.

But Avi didn't look. He got in his car. Started the engine. The road from Safed to Tel Aviv. Three and a half hours. Time to transmit a refusal and prepare a forced transfer.

David stayed in the room. Morgenstern opened his eyes. Looked at his former student—not David, David had never been his student in the strict sense, but it was the word that came, the only possible word for an eighty-two-year-old man looking at a thirty-nine-year-old man who'd just refused the world's offer.

Morgenstern said: "You know it won't be enough."

David said: "I know."

Morgenstern said: "You know they'll come."

David said: "I know."

Morgenstern closed his eyes.

And David sat. Hands on his knees. Eyes open. In a room without windows. Without faces on the walls. Without exit. And his refusal—his simple, final, useless "no"—suspended in the air of the Safed police station like a Hebrew letter that has no sound.




CHAPTER 44The Silent Fall

They came for him on the thirty-ninth day. Not a tactical team—no body armor, no rifles, no shouting. Three men in suits. An unmarked car. A form.

Administrative violence is always cleaner than military violence. It doesn't leave marks on the body. It leaves them on paper. And paper lasts longer than bruises.

David was waiting. He knew they would come—not through prescience, not through the fragments of future he still received continuously, but through logic. The system had proposed. David had refused. The system doesn't propose twice. The system executes. That's the difference between a system and a man: a man negotiates, a system applies.

The three men climbed the stairs of the Safed police station at seven in the morning. They showed the warrant. David read it this time—every word, every clause, every signature. There was nothing to challenge. The document was legal. Perfectly legal. The kind of legality that makes you want to vomit but holds up in court.

Sarah was there. She'd spent the night in the hallway—not in the room, not beside David. In the hallway. On a plastic chair. Beside Daniel, who was sleeping on a makeshift mattress, rolled in a military blanket, drawing pad clutched to his chest.

Sarah had sat in the hallway because it was the closest place to David she could occupy without entering the room. The distance had shrunk—not the six feet of the basement, but the width of a wall and an open door. The halakha still lived in that distance. The halakha doesn't sleep. The halakha doesn't keep office hours. It's there, constant, even when the world collapses, even when the woman observing it is exhausted and terrified and in love with a man she can't touch.

When the three men arrived, Sarah stood. She said nothing. She didn't protest. She showed no emotion. She did what she'd done since day one: she observed, she recorded, she noted. Sarah's eyes—the scientist's eyes, the mother's eyes, the woman's eyes—saw everything and let nothing escape.

She saw the three men enter the room. She saw David rise from his chair—slowly, with the half-second delay between intention and movement. She saw David take his jacket—the same jacket he hadn't worn since the first day because he'd never had a jacket, but someone—probably Avi—had left one on the back of the chair. She saw David walk toward the door.

And she saw David stop.

He stopped in front of Morgenstern. The Rav was awake. Eyes open. Notebook on his chest. Dead legs under the blanket.

David looked at him. Morgenstern looked at him. Neither spoke. Everything that needed saying had been said—the letters, the lies, the rules, the mistakes, the Codex, the Flood, the "no." Words were finished. Only the look remained. The look of a student who hadn't been a student and a teacher who hadn't been a teacher. The look of two men who'd broken the world together, each in his way, each with his reasons, and who couldn't fix it.

Morgenstern raised his hand. Slowly. The right hand—the hand that had written the lexicon, turned the pages of the Codex, held the pen that had lied for twenty years. He raised his hand toward David.

Not to touch him. To bless him.

The gesture of the blessing—fingers spread, palm outward, the up-and-down movement. The gesture of the kohanim. Except Morgenstern wasn't a kohen. And the priestly blessing isn't given in a police station, not over a man being taken away, not by an old man who has lied.

But Morgenstern made the gesture anyway. Because the gesture existed before the rules. Because the blessing existed before those who give it. And because he had nothing else.

David received the gesture. Didn't bow his head. Didn't close his eyes. He looked at Morgenstern's hand and he saw—he truly saw, not in dream, not in vision—the old man's fingers trembling. The same tremors David had had. The signal was passing from brain to hands and the hands were no longer responding properly. Morgenstern too was degrading. Morgenstern too was shutting down. The master and the student, undone by the same thing—by the knowledge they'd touched and that was touching them back.

David left the room. Passed Sarah.

Their eyes met. One second. Less than a second. The time of a blink. Enough for David to see what he hadn't wanted to see for thirty-nine days—the thing in Sarah's eyes that wasn't competence and wasn't monitoring and wasn't professionalism. The thing that had no name in the reports and had no place in the forms and existed anyway, despite the halakha, despite the distance, despite the fact that Sarah was a rational woman and love for a man in ruins isn't rational.

David passed. Didn't stop. Said nothing. There was nothing to say that wouldn't be a lie or a promise he couldn't keep.

He passed Daniel. The child was awake. Sitting on the mattress. Pad open on his knees. He looked up at David.

And David saw the drawing Daniel had made during the night—not the faceless man from the day before. A new drawing. A tree. A bare tree. Black branches against a gray sky. Leaves on the ground. The tree from the Petah Tikva park. The tree David had looked at on the morning of the tenth day, sitting on a wet bench, when the world hadn't stopped for him.

Daniel had drawn the tree. Without ever seeing it. Without knowing it existed. The tree that had existed in David's gaze and had traveled through the network and arrived in the dreams of a nine-year-old child with thirty percent less dream capacity.

David left the police station. The air of Safed. Cold. Gray sky. Streets full of sleeping pilgrims—bodies lying on the stone steps, in the doorways of shuttered shops, on benches, on the ground. Safed looked like an open-air hospital. Or a living cemetery. People lying everywhere, eyes closed, connected to the network, absent from reality.

Reality no longer had priority. Reality had become the default option of a system whose primary mode was dream.

The three men guided David to the car. He got in the back. The door closed. The engine started. The car descended the narrow streets of Safed, weaving around the prone bodies, moving at a crawl, like a hearse in a silent procession.

And David, sitting in the back, hands on his knees, eyes open, received the world. The whole world. The dreams of Safed. The dreams of Tel Aviv. The dreams of Tokyo and Berlin and Buenos Aires and Kinshasa and everywhere. The flow entered through his open eyes and his ears and his skin and every pore of his body, and his brain on fire processed and processed and processed and didn't stop.

The car took the road south. The descent from Safed. The switchback turns. The Galilee below—the hills, the orchards, the Sea of Tiberias in the distance, gray under a gray sky.

And somewhere between the third and fourth turn, the network began to change.

David felt it first as an absence. A gap. Like a sound missing from a piece of music you know by heart. The stream of dreams continued—massive, constant, crushing—but something had disappeared. Not a dream. Not a signal. A rhythm. The metronome. The regular beat that synchronized the billions of brains—four hours twelve minutes, four hours twelve minutes—the beat was slowing. Not by much. A fraction of a second. Then two. Then five.

The rhythm was dilating. Stretching. Like a heart that's tiring. Like a pendulum winding down.

David closed his eyes. Opened them. Closed. Opened. And with each blink, the rhythm changed. Slower. More irregular. The metronome was no longer keeping the same tempo.

And David understood—with the cold clarity of someone watching his own death arrive in slow motion—that the metronome was him. His brain. His rhythm. And that his brain, after thirty-nine days of continuous overload, was giving out.

Not all at once. Not like a fuse. Like a battery. A battery draining. Slowly. Inexorably.

And when the battery was empty, the metronome would stop. And when the metronome stopped, the network would lose its rhythm. And when the network lost its rhythm—Ilan's hypothesis, the hypothesis nobody wanted to test—the network would run wild. Or collapse. Or both.

The car continued its descent. The turns. The Galilee. The gray.

And David's rhythm slowed.

Beat. Silence. Beat. Longer silence. Beat.

And in the silence between beats, the world held its breath without knowing it.




CHAPTER 45The Survivors

The car never reached its destination.

Between the sixth and seventh turn of the descent from Safed, David lost consciousness. Not a fainting spell—a shutdown. The brain stopped processing. The stream of dreams that had been pouring in continuously for nineteen days cut off all at once, like a dam that gives way not by breaking but by running dry—there was nothing left to hold back, nothing left to distribute, nothing left to process. The battery was empty. The metronome stopped.

The driver—one of the three men in suits—heard the sound. Not a loud sound—a sigh. The sigh of a body collapsing in on itself when the central nervous system stops maintaining muscle tension. David slid across the back seat. His head fell against the window. His hands, resting on his knees, rolled along his thighs and hung in the space between the seats.

The driver braked. Turned around. Saw David unconscious. Radioed his colleagues. One of them checked his pulse—fifty-two, weak but present. Respiration: four per minute. Minimal functions. The body in survival mode. The brain off.

They called an ambulance. The ambulance took forty minutes to arrive—the Safed road is narrow and sleeping pilgrims were blocking the shoulders. David was transferred to a stretcher. Hooked to a portable monitor.

The paramedic—a thirty-year-old man, accustomed to emergencies, not accustomed to what he saw on the screen—called the on-duty physician at Safed's Ziv Hospital. "The patient has a flat EEG," he said. "Not brain death—brainstem functions are active. But the cortex is at zero. As if the brain emptied itself. Not damaged. Emptied."

The ambulance descended toward Safed. And as it descended, the world changed.

The change wasn't immediate. It wasn't spectacular. It was—like everything that had occurred since the beginning of this story—slow, methodical, and irreversible.

The metronome had stopped. The four-hour-twelve-minute rhythm synchronizing the world's brains had ceased to beat. And the brains, deprived of tempo, did what musicians do when the conductor collapses in the middle of a concert: some kept playing. Some stopped. Some sped up. Some changed pieces.

The network didn't collapse. It fragmented.

The fragmentation occurred over three hours. The data was reconstructed after the fact by the monitoring teams—not Sarah's team, Sarah was on her way to Ziv Hospital in a taxi that was driving too slowly for her taste.

The global REM synchronization data, collected by the apps mapping collective pauses, showed a clear pattern. At the exact time of David's shutdown—2:37 PM local time—the global signal broke apart. Not all at once. In pieces. Asia desynchronized first—a billion brains sleeping at that hour lost the rhythm and began dreaming on their own. Europe followed. Africa. The Americas.

In three hours, the unified global network had become an archipelago of local networks, each with its own rhythm, each with its own logic, each disconnected from the others.

The collective pauses stopped. Overnight. The people who'd been stopping every four hours and twelve minutes in streets and malls and airports stopped stopping. The rhythm was gone. The signal no longer touched them. They walked. They worked. They drove. They lived. Like before.

Except "like before" no longer existed. Because the brains had been modified. Forty days of synchronization had left traces—neural pathways carved by the signal, connections formed during shared sleep, foreign memories deposited in hippocampi not designed to hold them. People no longer stopped in the streets. But they remembered things that didn't belong to them. They dreamed of places they'd never seen. They spoke words in languages they didn't know, upon waking, in the first seconds of consciousness, before the cortex regained control and wiped the residue.

The dream circles emptied. The pilgrims of Safed woke up—most of them. Not all. Roughly three percent of sleepers didn't wake. The exact figures were never published—governments classified them, by reflex, by habit, by fear. Estimates circulated: between two hundred thousand and four hundred thousand people, worldwide, remained in the intermediate state. Neither awake. Nor asleep. Nor dead. Present. Absent. Functioning at thirty percent. The same state as the faceless, but en masse. People whose brains had chosen the dream and could no longer find the way back.

Hospitals were overwhelmed. Then hospitals adapted—hospitals always adapt, it's their function, it's their curse. Entire wings were converted into "reduced consciousness units." Care protocols were developed. Families were informed. Forms were signed. The bureaucracy of misery fell into place with the quiet efficiency of systems accustomed to turning catastrophe into procedure.

And the faceless vanished. Not all at once—over several days. The eighty-three documented cases in twenty-seven countries ceased to exist. Not through death—through dissolution. The faceless stopped being seen. Stopped being found. Stopped appearing in streets and on benches and in hospital waiting rooms. The medical files remained. The photos remained. The fingerprints—which no database had recognized—remained in the records. But the corresponding persons were no longer there. As if the dream, in receding from reality, had taken with it the beings it had created. If the dream had created them. If anything had created anything. Nobody knew. Nobody would.

At Ziv Hospital in Safed, David was placed in a private room. Not in intensive care—his vital signs didn't warrant it. He was breathing. His heart was beating. His blood pressure was low but stable. His brain was flat. Not damaged—the MRIs showed an intact brain, no lesion, no hemorrhage, no tumor, no nothing. A perfectly healthy brain that had simply stopped functioning. Like the Targum. Powered on. Verified. Off.

Sarah arrived at six o'clock. She entered the room. Saw David. The hospital bed. The white sheets. The sensors. The monitor beeping. The motionless body—not the body of a man at peace, not the body of a man sleeping. The body of a man absent. A body with nobody inside. Like a house whose lights are on and doors are open and furniture in place but whose occupant has gone.

She pulled up a chair. Sat down. The distance—she didn't calculate it this time. She sat three feet away. Maybe less. The chair was there. She sat in it.

And she stayed.

The hours passed. The night nurse came in, checked the vitals, left. A doctor stopped by, read the data, shook his head—no concern, no prognosis, no comprehension. The body functioned. The brain didn't. No medical protocol covered this case. No manual described a healthy brain that refuses to turn on.

Sarah didn't move. She didn't take notes. She didn't photograph the data. She didn't write a report. She sat. Less than three feet away. Hands on her knees. Eyes on David's face—the face she'd watched for forty-seven minutes in the basement, the face she'd kept vigil over night after night at six feet of distance, the face that had bled from the eyes and ears and was now motionless and clean and empty.

And for the first time in thirty-nine days, Sarah cried. Not the quick tears of the basement that she'd wiped away before David woke. Slow tears. Continuous. Silent. The tears of someone who understands that what she was waiting for won't arrive. That the distance won't close. That the six feet won't become three and the three won't become contact and the contact won't become what she'd never named and would never name.

Her hands stayed on her knees. Less than three feet from David's hand resting on the sheet. The distance was tiny. The distance was uncrossable.

Outside, the world was waking up. Not completely. Not uniformly. In pieces. Some woke with intact memories and a normal life waiting for them like a coat on a hook. Others woke with gaps—missing memories, vanished skills, forgotten faces. Others still didn't wake. The world survived. Diminished. Perforated. Scarred before the wounds had even closed.

The world did what the world always does: it continued. Without asking permission. Without waiting for everyone to be ready. Without checking that everyone had come back.

The fortieth day dawned on a world no longer connected and no longer intact. A world where three hundred thousand people slept in hospitals with no wake-up date. Where the markets had lost forty percent of their value and wouldn't recover it. Where a plane had crashed and a hundred and forty-three families were in mourning. Where children drew trees they'd never seen and old men spoke languages they'd never learned. Where a man named David Weiss lay in a hospital in Safed with a brain that was off and a woman sitting beside him who couldn't hold his hand.

The world wasn't looking for justice. The world wasn't looking for someone to blame. The world wasn't looking for meaning. The world was looking for coffee and bread and silence and one night's sleep that would be nothing but sleep.

And even that, the world was no longer sure it could have.




CHAPTER 46The World Half-Repaired

Three months passed.

The world didn't heal. The world scarred. The difference between the two is that healing restores. Scarring replaces. What had been destroyed didn't come back—it was replaced by something else, something functional but different, like new skin over a burn that protects but no longer feels anything.

Financial markets stabilized at sixty percent of their pre-IDC value. Analysts called it a "structural correction." The word "correction" implied the previous state had been an error. Perhaps it had been. Economists wrote books. The books were read by people who wanted to understand what had happened. The books explained nothing but gave the impression of explaining and that was enough. The world needs books that give the impression of explaining. That's how the world maintains the fiction that it understands itself.

Aviation resumed. With doubled protocols. Two pilots awake at all times. An onboard neural monitoring system—developed in six weeks by a Tel Aviv startup that became the first post-IDC unicorn—that measured pilots' brain activity in real time and triggered an alarm if a pattern of residual synchronization was detected. The system worked. Planes flew. People traveled.

But passengers, in surveys, admitted at fifty-three percent that they were afraid to fall asleep in flight. Not afraid of dying. Afraid of dreaming. Afraid the dream would connect them to something they didn't control. Fear of sleep became the most diagnosed phobia of the year. Psychiatrists gave it a name: post-IDC somnophobia. The name reassured. Names always do.

The three hundred thousand sleepers remained in hospitals. The number dropped slowly—some woke up in irregular waves, without apparent logic. A man in Oslo woke after seventy days and asked for coffee as if he'd slept one night. A woman in Lagos woke after eighty-two days and didn't recognize her children—she recognized them three days later, gradually, as if the files were reloading one by one in a slow system.

Others didn't wake. After three months, a hundred and twenty thousand people were still in the intermediate state. Families waited. Hospitals functioned. Insurance paid—or didn't, depending on the country, the contracts, the classification of the phenomenon as "illness" or "natural disaster" or "act of war" or none of the above.

The faceless didn't come back. The files were archived. The photos were filed. The test tubes—the DNA samples that matched nothing—were stored in military laboratory freezers with the label "unclassifiable." The word "unclassifiable" became the most used word in official reports during the three months following IDC. Unclassifiable. The word that means: we have a drawer for everything, except this.

In Israel, the Petah Tikva building was closed. Basement level 3 was sealed. The beds were removed. The monitors were removed. The rectangle of dust—the one millions of people had seen in their dreams—was cleaned by a maintenance crew that didn't know why they were cleaning a rectangle of dust in an empty basement. The fluorescents were turned off. The door was locked. A padlock. A seal. A stamp.

The bureaucracy that closes a place is the same bureaucracy that opens it—efficient, impersonal, indifferent to the content. Basement level 3 ceased to exist officially. The files were classified for sixty years. The names were redacted. The operation had never taken place. David Weiss had never worked for the Shin Bet. Sarah Katz had never built a Targum. Morgenstern had never taught a lexicon. The Codex didn't exist. The dives hadn't happened. The three dead—Mahmoud, Miriam, the Beer Sheva agent—had died of natural causes. The forms confirmed it. The forms had been signed. In blue pen.

Avi Rothman was transferred to an administrative post at Shin Bet headquarters in Ramat Gan. Office on the fourth floor. View of the parking lot. He managed IT equipment requests for regional offices. He never spoke of the operation again. Not out of obligation—by choice. There were things you don't talk about because you're not allowed. And there were things you don't talk about because words aren't enough. The operation belonged to the second category.

Doron vanished from the organizational charts. His name no longer appeared in any office, any department, any list. The internal evaluation bureau he'd claimed to represent didn't appear in any official directory. Perhaps it had never existed. Perhaps it had existed and been erased. In the intelligence world, the difference between the two is a matter of perspective.

Ilan Pasternak returned to the University of Beer Sheva. He resumed teaching. Artificial intelligence and neural systems. His students found him changed—slower, quieter, more attentive to questions than to answers. He published a paper in a restricted journal, limited print run, controlled distribution, titled: Reflections on Involuntary Neural Synchronization—A Theoretical Approach. The paper mentioned neither the Targum, nor the Codex, nor David. It posed an abstract question: is it possible that the human brain possesses an undocumented capacity for dream connectivity? The paper didn't answer the question. It asked it. That was enough. That was dangerous. But Ilan had stopped worrying about danger. Danger, once you've lived it from the inside, loses its power to intimidate. It becomes a data point.

Yitzhak stopped speaking. After David's departure, he stayed in the room at the Safed police station for three weeks. Then he was transferred to a care facility in Haifa—his hometown. His mother's city. The city of the garden. He occupied a room on the second floor with a view of the Carmel. He didn't look at the view. He didn't look at anything.

He sat in a wheelchair—his legs, like Morgenstern's, no longer worked—and stared at a point on the wall that nobody else could see. The doctors classified him as "partial catatonic." He ate when fed. He drank when given water. He didn't speak. He didn't dream—his REM was still abolished, permanently.

The man who'd built a network of dreams could no longer dream. The man who'd created the garden lived in a world without color, without form, without architecture. The dark. The permanent dark. He was thirty-seven years old and might live fifty more years and every one of those years would be dark.

Morgenstern died on the seventy-second day. In Safed. In the police station room he'd never left. Avi's agents had refused to move him—not out of compassion, out of convenience. The Rav wasn't bothering anyone. He occupied a bed, drank water, read his notebook. Then he stopped reading. Then he stopped drinking. Then he stopped.

The doctors noted: cardiac arrest. Eighty-two years old. Natural causes. The form was signed. The notebook was taken by the Shin Bet agents—classified, sealed, stored in a safe whose code was communicated to no one.

The body was buried in Bnei Brak, in the Orthodox community cemetery, a hundred and fifty feet from the Beith Haknesset where he'd prayed for forty years. The headstone bore his name, his dates, and nothing else. No epitaph. No title. No "Rav." Just a name and two dates and the white space between them.

Daniel grew up. Not normally—no child who's spent fourteen months in a coma and lost thirty percent of his dream capacity grows up normally. But he grew. He went back to school. Behind schedule. With cognitive rehabilitation sessions three times a week. With nightmares—not network nightmares, children's nightmares, normal nightmares, the kind children have when they've been frightened and don't quite understand of what.

He still drew. Trees, often. Gray rooms, sometimes. Faceless men, rarely—less and less. The therapist said that was a good sign. Sarah said nothing. Sarah knew Daniel's drawings weren't symbols. They were memories. Memories that weren't his.

And David.

David remained at Ziv Hospital in Safed for three months. Flat EEG. Stable vital signs. Body maintained by IV, enteral feeding, nursing care. A living body inhabited by nobody. A bed. White sheets. A monitor that beeped. A window overlooking the hills of Galilee—hills David couldn't see because David wasn't there.

Sarah came every Friday. Before Shabbat. She took the bus from Ramat Gan to Safed—four hours, two transfers. She arrived at two o'clock. She stayed until four. Two hours. Every Friday. For three months.

She sat on the chair beside the bed. She didn't take David's hand. She didn't touch the sheet. She didn't touch anything. She sat and she stayed. Hands on her knees. Like in the basement. Like always.

The hospital nurse—not the basement nurse, a different one, a fifty-year-old woman who'd worked at Ziv for twenty years and had seen thousands of patients and hundreds of families—asked Sarah one day: "Are you his wife?"

Sarah answered: "No."

The nurse asked: "His sister?"

Sarah answered: "No."

The nurse didn't ask another question. She'd seen enough people sitting beside hospital beds to know that the bonds that bring a woman to ride a bus four hours every Friday to sit two hours beside an unconscious man don't always fit in the boxes on the admission form.

Sarah didn't speak to David during her visits. She didn't read him books. She didn't tell him about her week. She sat. She watched. And she left before Shabbat. Every Friday. Without exception. Without explanation. With nothing but presence—pure presence, without gesture, without word, without contact. The same presence the faceless had in the streets of the world. Being there. Simply being there. Without reason. Without justification. Without hope of reciprocity.

The world, around them, functioned. Badly. With gaps. Dead zones in cities—entire neighborhoods where the sleepers hadn't woken and the buildings stayed lit at night with motionless silhouettes behind the windows, silhouettes the neighbors avoided looking at because looking served no purpose.

Unexplained silences in conversations—people stopping mid-sentence, not for four seconds like before, for half a second, a quarter of a second, a micro-silence that only the most attentive noticed and nobody commented on. Shared dreams, still, sometimes—rarer, fainter, echoes of the dead network, reverberations in an empty cathedral whose door someone had finally opened.

The world functioned. The world would go on functioning. The world had always functioned, even during the forty days, even during the pauses, even during the crashes and the comas and the faceless.

The world is more resilient than the humans who inhabit it. The world is the only thing that never stops. The world is the ground beneath your feet. The wet ground. The ground of dead leaves and earth and dew. The ground that exists before and will exist after.

Spring came. The plane trees in Petah Tikva were putting out leaves. The black branches that had drawn fractures against the gray sky were covering themselves in green—not the dark green of evergreens, a new green, a beginning green, a green that didn't yet know what had happened during the winter.

The leaves grew. The earth, which had reclaimed its rights during the cold months, gave back some of what it had taken. Not all. The earth never gives back all. But it gives back enough for the trees to continue. It's enough. Not good. Not right. Enough.




CHAPTER 47The Disappearance

On the hundred and third day, Sarah took the two o'clock bus at the Ramat Gan station. Line 982. Two transfers. Estimated arrival in Safed: six o'clock.

She'd be late this time—the connecting bus in Tiberias was delayed, as it often was since the company had reduced the frequency of the northern lines, for lack of drivers. The bus driver shortage was one of IDC's invisible aftereffects—not the deaths, not the comas, but the people who'd simply stopped wanting to work. Not from laziness. From displacement. Something had shifted in them during the forty days and the return to routine—the schedules, the routes, the terminals—felt strange to them. Not unbearable. Strange. Like putting on a garment that used to fit and doesn't quite anymore. The seams are the same. The body has changed.

Sarah carried a bag with two books, a cheese sandwich, and a bottle of water. The same things every Friday. The books changed—not books for David, David didn't read, David did nothing. Books for her, for the four hours on the bus, to keep her eyes and brain occupied while the landscape scrolled past and the bus climbed toward the Galilee.

This week: a Swedish crime novel she hadn't chosen, found on a shelf at home, abandoned by someone before her, and an article by Ilan on neural synchronization that she was rereading for the third time because the third reading revealed things the first had hidden.

Ilan had slipped into the article a sentence—just one, in a footnote, in smaller type—that said: It is conceivable that the central node of a dream network could, under certain conditions of prolonged overload, transfer its regulatory function to the network as a whole, rendering the node itself obsolete.

Obsolete. The word Ilan used to say: David may no longer be necessary. The network may no longer need him. And if the network no longer needs him, then David's brain no longer has a reason to stay off. Or no longer has a reason to stay.

The bus arrived in Safed at 6:20 PM. Sarah got off. The air of Safed—colder than Ramat Gan, always colder, the altitude, the stones, the wind coming off Mount Meron.

She walked to Ziv Hospital. Fifteen minutes on foot. She knew the route by heart—the streets, the stairs, the shortcut through the alley behind the bakery, the side entrance to the hospital that bypassed the main reception. She knew the Friday evening nurse on duty—Nava, fifty-two, who gave her a nod without asking anything because Nava had understood long ago that Sarah needed neither permission nor sympathy, just a chair and two hours.

Sarah went up to the third floor. Corridor C. Room 17.

The door was open—it was always open, long-term care rooms don't need to be closed, the patients aren't going anywhere.

Sarah entered.

The bed was empty.

The sheets were there. White. Made. Not rumpled—made. As if someone had made the bed. The sensors were there—placed on the pillow, disconnected, wires neatly coiled. The monitor was off. The IV was unhooked, the stand upright beside the bed, the catheter dangling in empty air.

Sarah's chair was there—in its place, three feet from the bed, exactly where she'd left it the previous Friday.

Everything was in place. Everything was clean. Everything was empty.

Sarah stood in the doorframe for seven seconds. Seven seconds during which her brain—the neuroscientist's brain, the brain that processed data before emotions—ran through every possibility. Transfer to another department. Medical examination. Emergency intervention. Death. Each possibility had a protocol. Each protocol involved traces—a modified file, a nurse's note, a transfer form, a death notice.

Sarah entered the room. Opened the medical chart hanging from the foot of the bed. The last entry was from the day before—Thursday, 6:00 PM, routine check, vitals stable, flat EEG, nothing to report.

Nothing after that. No transfer note. No discharge. No death. The last entry said: everything is normal. And after normal, nothing.

Sarah went to find Nava. The nurse looked at her with the expression of a woman who doesn't understand the question. "Room 17? The patient is there. He's always there."

"The bed is empty."

"That's impossible. I checked at four o'clock. He was there."

They went back up together. Room 17. The empty bed. The made sheets. The sensors on the pillow.

Nava looked at the bed. Looked at Sarah. Looked at the bed. "He was there at four o'clock," she said. "I checked his vitals. I recorded the numbers. He was there." She picked up the chart. Read her own handwriting. Four o'clock. Pulse: fifty. Respiration: six. Temperature: ninety-six point four. "He was there."

The security cameras were reviewed. Corridor C on the third floor was covered by two cameras—one at each end. The recordings showed this: at four o'clock, Nava entered room 17. She was seen leaving three minutes later.

After her visit, nobody entered room 17. Nobody left it. No gurney passed through the corridor. No doctor. No visitor. No agent. No faceless person. Nobody.

The corridor remained empty from 4:03 PM to 6:27 PM—the time Sarah entered the room and found the bed empty. Two hours and twenty-four minutes during which nobody passed through the corridor and during which David Weiss ceased to be in his bed without anyone seeing him leave.

The police were called. Then the Shin Bet—Avi, woken at his home in Ramat Gan on a Friday night, the heavy voice of someone who knew this phone call was coming without knowing when.

Avi listened. Didn't ask questions. Said: "I'll be there tomorrow morning. Don't touch anything." Then he hung up and sat in his living room for ten minutes, hands on his knees, in a posture Sarah would have recognized.

The investigation lasted two weeks. It found nothing. No lead. No clue. No unusual DNA traces in the room. No sign of struggle. No sign of anything.

The bed had been made—but nobody had made it. The sensors had been disconnected—but nobody had disconnected them. The IV had been unhooked—but nobody had unhooked it.

The actions had been performed. The hands that performed them didn't exist.

The body of David Weiss was never found. Not in the hospital. Not in Safed. Not in Israel. Not anywhere. Intelligence services from seven countries searched—not out of compassion, out of concern. If the central node of the global dream network was somewhere, they wanted to know where.

They didn't find him. David Weiss had ceased to exist in the measurable world—the world of cameras, fingerprints, registries, forms. He wasn't dead—no body, no evidence, no certificate. He wasn't alive—no signal, no activity, no trace. He had simply ceased to be there.

Theories multiplied. The public—the one that knew David Weiss's name, the one that had painted his face blue on walls—constructed narratives. David had transcended. David had been abducted by a government. David had crossed over—into the network, into permanent dream, into a space the living couldn't reach. David had become the dream.

Each theory was as unverifiable as the others. Each theory filled the same void—the void of a made bed in a hospital room and a corridor where nobody had passed.

Sarah didn't formulate a theory. Sarah didn't look for an explanation.

Sarah kept taking the bus on Fridays. Line 982. Two transfers. Four hours.

For the first three weeks after the disappearance, she went to the hospital. Room 17. The empty bed. She sat on the chair. Two hours. Hands on her knees. Facing the empty bed. The nurse Nava let her be. You don't disturb someone who keeps vigil over an absence. It's the same gesture as keeping vigil over a presence. The distance is the same.

Then the hospital reclaimed the room. A new patient. The bed was occupied. Sarah stopped going to the hospital.

But she kept taking the bus. On Fridays. Line 982. Except instead of getting off at Ziv Hospital, she got off at the old cemetery stop. The Kabbalists' cemetery. The cemetery where Morgenstern had sat on a wall facing the Ari's tomb and read his notebook and refused to move.

Sarah sat on the same wall. Facing the same tomb. She didn't pray—Sarah didn't pray, Sarah was a scientist, Sarah believed in data and curves and measurements.

But she sat. Two hours. Hands on her knees.

Facing the tomb of a sixteenth-century Kabbalist who had written things nobody fully understood and who had lived in a city of blue stones and who had died and who was there, in the ground, for five hundred years.

She didn't come for Morgenstern. She didn't come for the Ari. She didn't come to pray. She came because on Fridays, between two and four, she needed to be somewhere. And this place—the stone wall, the tomb, the silent cemetery, the cold air of Safed—was the last place where David had been David. The place where he'd confronted Morgenstern. The place where he'd said no. The place where he'd refused to save the world because saving the world meant destroying it. The place where a broken man had done the only right thing in this entire story—and nobody would ever know. Except her.

Hands on her knees. The wind off Meron. The blue stones. The silence.

One Friday—the twenty-third after the disappearance, Sarah always counted—she found something on the wall. Not a spectacular object. A pebble. A small gray pebble, round, smooth, placed on the wall at the exact spot where she usually sat. The kind of pebble you place on a Jewish grave to say: someone came. Someone remembered. Someone was here.

Sarah picked up the pebble. Turned it in her fingers. Looked at it. Gray. Round. Smooth. There was nothing special about this pebble. Nothing that set it apart from the thousands of pebbles in the cemetery. Nothing that proved anything. Nothing that explained anything. It was a pebble. On a wall. In a cemetery.

Sarah put it in her pocket. She didn't show it to anyone. She didn't have it analyzed. She didn't photograph it.

She placed it on her nightstand, beside the alarm clock and the glass of water. And every morning, when she woke, she saw the pebble. And the pebble said nothing. The pebble proved nothing. The pebble promised nothing. The pebble was there. Simply there. Like a presence that doesn't need a face.

And it was enough. Not good. Not right. Not comforting. Enough.




CHAPTER 48The Residue

Six months after David's disappearance, the world stopped talking about IDC. Not because the phenomenon had vanished—because the world had gotten used to it. Habit is the most efficient form of forgetting.

The micro-silences in conversations persisted—half a second, a quarter of a second, a white space between two words that nobody commented on. The shared dreams persisted—rarer, fainter, distant echoes, like the sound of a train that passed an hour ago and whose vibration you can still feel in the rails.

The sleepers who hadn't woken remained in hospitals—the number had dropped to eighty thousand, some waking each week, others not, without logic, without prediction, without medicine being able to say why this one and not that one. Medicine had stopped trying to understand. Medicine did what it knows how to do: it tended the bodies and waited for the minds to come back.

Sarah no longer took the bus on Fridays. She'd stopped on the fifty-second Friday—one year after the disappearance, to the day. Not by decision—by exhaustion. Not the body's exhaustion. The exhaustion of the gesture. There's a finite number of times a human being can sit on a stone wall facing a tomb and do nothing before the gesture empties of its substance and becomes a shell.

Sarah had reached that number.

She placed the pebble in a drawer of her desk—not the right drawer, the one where Miriam Elkaim's USB drive had appeared. The left drawer. The personal drawer. The pebble joined an empty test tube there—the one from the basement's dew—and a photo of Daniel at five years old, before the coma, before the network, before everything.

Daniel was ten now. He went to school. He had friends—two, three, the normal number for an introverted child who draws a lot and talks little. His grades were average. His cognitive rehabilitation was progressing. The thirty percent of destroyed dream capacity wasn't regenerating—Sarah had given up hope that the brain would compensate. The brain compensated for many things. Not for this. Daniel dreamed less than other children. His nights were shorter in REM, longer in deep sleep.

He didn't complain. You don't complain about what you've never known. Daniel didn't know what it was like to dream at a hundred percent. He knew dreaming at seventy percent. That was his normal.

One evening in June—a Tuesday, not a Friday, Tuesdays don't count, Tuesdays are ordinary days—Daniel set his crayon on the kitchen table and said to Sarah: "Mom, the man from the basement. Where did he go?"

Sarah looked up from her computer. She didn't answer right away. Daniel had never spoken of David. Never. In ten months. Not about the basement, the dive, the dream, the cat that had disappeared.

The therapists had said it was normal—children bury traumas and unearth them when they're ready. Sarah had waited. Daniel was ready.

"I don't know," Sarah said. "Nobody knows."

Daniel nodded. The nod of a child who accepts an answer without believing it.

"I still see him," he said. "Not often. Not in my regular dreams. In the other place."

Sarah set down her computer. Slowly. "What other place?"

Daniel thought. Not for long—a child's reflection is quick because it isn't encumbered by precautions.

"The place between dreams. When one dream ends and the next hasn't started. There's a space. It's very short. Like a hallway between two rooms. And in the hallway, he's there."

Sarah didn't move. Her hands were on the table. Still.

"What's he doing?"

Daniel picked up his crayon. Turned it between his fingers. "Nothing. He's sitting. He's watching. He looks tired. But not sad." Pause. "He has a face, Mom. The others in the hallway don't have faces. He does."

Sarah didn't ask more questions. Not that evening. The questions would come—the scientific questions, the protocol questions, the mother's questions about what her son sees when he closes his eyes. But not tonight. Tonight, she let the sentence exist.

He has a face. In a hallway between two dreams. The man who'd lost every face—Rachel's, the memories', the past's—existed in a space where he had a face. And a ten-year-old child with thirty percent fewer dreams could see him.

That same evening, after Daniel had gone to bed, Sarah opened her computer. She connected to the monitoring system for the former agents—the system she'd refused to dismantle, the system she'd been maintaining with personal funding since the Shin Bet had cut the budget. The nine agents. The remote sensors. The nightly data.

She looked at the previous night's curves.

Eight normal curves. Normal sleep. Normal REM. Nothing abnormal.

The ninth curve—the Tel Aviv nurse's, agent number two—showed something. Not an anomaly. Not a signature. An oscillation. Three percent amplitude. Eleven minutes. In the transition between two cycles.

Exactly the same oscillation David had detected nine months earlier—the one he'd seen because he read the spaces between words. The one that had triggered the report nobody read. The same oscillation. In the same place. With the same amplitude.

Like an echo. Like a memory. Like a signal that isn't dead but sleeping.

Sarah looked at the curve for a long minute. Then she closed the computer. Turned off the kitchen light. Went to check on Daniel—asleep, drawing pad on the pillow, crayon still in his hand.

She gently removed the crayon. Pulled up the blanket. Left. Closed the door.

The network wasn't dead. It was sleeping. And somewhere, in a hallway between two dreams, a man with a face was sitting and waiting.




CHAPTER 49The Inheritance

Morgenstern's notebook was declassified fourteen months after his death. Not by political decision—by administrative error. A Shin Bet archivist, reorganizing classified files in the Ramat Gan basement, mixed up the classification code and transferred the notebook to the category "personal documents to be returned to families."

Morgenstern had no family. The notebook was sent to the only person listed in his file as "emergency contact"—a name added twenty years earlier and never updated. The name was Sarah Katz.

Sarah received the package on a Tuesday morning. A padded envelope. Ministry of Defense stamp. Inside: the notebook. Black cover. Worn. Corners rounded by years of handling. The smell—old ink, old paper, old skin. The smell of a man who'd held this notebook against his chest during the last weeks of his life.

Sarah opened it. The first pages—Morgenstern's tight handwriting. Lecture notes. Diagrams. Talmudic references. Berakhot 55b. Zohar. The texts he'd cited during David's training.

Then page forty-seven—Hassan's handwriting, the student's. The formulas. The diagrams. The dream network protocol in its embryonic form, scrawled by a young man who didn't yet know what he was inventing.

Then the note in French. The one Avi had read to David over the phone: I saw today that he was right and that I should have understood sooner...

Sarah turned the pages. After the note, the notebook continued. Pages nobody had read—not Avi, not David, not the agents who'd seized the notebook. Pages written in a mix of Hebrew and French, the handwriting smaller and smaller, tighter and tighter, as if Morgenstern had wanted to fit the maximum number of words into the minimum space.

Sarah read.

The pages contained the real lexicon.

Not the lexicon he'd taught David. Not the twenty-two letters as navigation tools. The real lexicon. The one Morgenstern had discovered by testing the technique on himself twenty years earlier.

The lexicon wasn't a tool. The letters weren't keys. The letters were the very structure of the dream. Not a metaphor—a structure.

Morgenstern had discovered that human dream space was organized according to a pattern that corresponded exactly to the twenty-two Hebrew letters. Not because Hebrew was a sacred language. Because the Hebrew letters had been designed—by whom, by what, Morgenstern didn't say—to describe the structure of dream space.

The alphabet hadn't been invented for writing. It had been invented for mapping. And what it mapped wasn't the visible world. It was the world of sleep. The world where the mind goes when the body stops. The world that exists before language and after death and during every night of every life.

Morgenstern had understood this twenty years earlier. He'd understood that Hassan's Codex—the dream manipulation protocol—wasn't an invention. It was a discovery. Hassan hadn't created a network. He'd found the network that already existed. The network that had always existed. The network connecting every human brain to every other during sleep, since the first human closed his eyes and dreamed.

The network was there. It had always been there. Invisible. Silent. Functional. Like gravity before Newton. Like bacteria before Pasteur. The network didn't need to be activated. It needed to be seen.

And Morgenstern, upon seeing it, had been afraid. The fear of a man who looks into a well and sees the bottom and understands the bottom is much deeper than he'd thought. The fear that makes you close the lid. The fear that makes you expel the student. The fear that makes you lie for twenty years.

The last page of the notebook—the very last, written with a trembling hand, in Safed, probably in the days before his death—contained a single sentence. In Hebrew. Sarah read it. Reread it. Translated it mentally.

The sentence said:

The dream thief is not the one who enters others' dreams. The dream thief is the one who prevents others from knowing they dream together.

Sarah closed the notebook. Set it on the kitchen table. Beside Daniel's water glass. Beside the colored crayons. Beside the breakfast crumbs. A dead man's notebook, set among the objects of an ordinary life. The most dangerous knowledge in the world, between a glass of milk and a drawing of a tree.

She didn't show it to anyone. Not Avi. Not Ilan. Not the Shin Bet. She put it in the left drawer. With the pebble. With the empty test tube. With the photo of Daniel at five.

The relics of a story nobody would tell and nobody would believe.

And Morgenstern's sentence stayed in the drawer, in the dark, like a letter that was never sent. Like a cry in an empty room. Like a truth that doesn't need to be heard to be true.




CHAPTER 50Sarah's Choice

Sarah spent three nights rereading Morgenstern's notebook. Not out of fascination—out of duty. The duty of a scientist confronted with data. The notebook contained data. Observations. Measurements. Tested hypotheses.

If she published—if she translated the notebook into scientific language, if she submitted the results to Nature or Science or any peer-reviewed journal—the world would know. The world would know that the dream network wasn't an accident. Not an anomaly. Not a catastrophe.

The world would know that human brains have been connected during sleep since the beginning. That dreams circulate. That memories mix. That the privacy of sleep is an illusion—as ancient and as necessary as the illusion that the earth is still beneath our feet.

The world would know. And the world would do what the world does with knowledge: use it.

Governments would revive the stabilization project. Companies would develop dream-access technologies—not to heal, to sell. To target. To influence. Dreams would become a market. The last private space of human experience would become a commercial space. Morgenstern's letters—the twenty-two letters that mapped the architecture of sleep—would become a patent. A product. A tool of control.

Sarah knew all of this. She knew it with the clarity of someone who's seen the system from the inside—the system that turns discoveries into weapons, knowledge into products, mysteries into markets. She'd seen it with the Targum. She'd seen it with the dives. She'd seen it with the seventy-two-page stabilization protocol. The system doesn't distinguish between a discovery and a resource. Everything known is exploitable. Everything exploitable is exploited. That's the system's law. The law that's never written in manuals but governs every decision.

Sarah could publish. She had the data. She had the expertise. She had the notebook. She had the truth—the complete truth, documented, signed in a dead man's hand. She could change the world. For the second time.

She chose not to.

Not out of cowardice. Not out of indifference. For the same reason David had said no to the stabilization protocol. Because some truths aren't meant to become tools. Because the knowledge of dream's structure shouldn't belong to a government, a corporation, a committee, a patent. It should belong to no one. Like dreaming itself. Like sleep. Like night.

Sarah didn't destroy the notebook. Destroying knowledge would have been another crime—Morgenstern's crime inverted. Morgenstern had kept the knowledge for himself. Sarah wouldn't keep it for herself. She wouldn't give it away either. She would leave it. In a drawer. In a house. In an ordinary life. Available. Not accessible. Present. Not visible.

Like the network itself—there since forever, invisible, silent, waiting for someone to see it.

Perhaps in ten years, Daniel would open the drawer. Perhaps in twenty, another child would find the notebook at an estate sale after Sarah's death. Perhaps in a hundred years, the world would be ready for this truth. Or perhaps the world would never be ready and the notebook would stay in the drawer and the drawer would be thrown out by movers who didn't know what they were discarding.

Sarah wasn't deciding for the future. She was deciding for now. And now, silence was the only moral act she could perform.

She closed the drawer. Put Daniel to bed. Removed the crayon from his hand—again. Pulled up the blanket. Left. Closed the door.

And did the only thing she'd never done in eighteen months: she sat in the living room, hands on her knees, and closed her eyes. Not to sleep. To see.

She saw nothing. No corridor. No gray room. No network. No David. The normal dark. The dark of someone closing their eyes in a Ramat Gan living room at eleven o'clock on a Tuesday night. The ordinary dark. The dark that contains nothing—or contains everything and doesn't show it.

Sarah opened her eyes. Smiled. For the first time in a very long time, a smile that served no purpose and was addressed to no one. The smile of someone who's just understood that seeing nothing is also an answer.

She went to bed. And that night, for the first time since IDC, Sarah dreamed. An ordinary dream. Her own dream. A dream that came from nowhere and went nowhere and belonged to no one but her. The oldest luxury in the world. The luxury the world had nearly lost. The luxury of dreaming alone.




CHAPTER 51The Drawer

Daniel Katz turned eighteen on a Tuesday in November. Sarah made a cake—chocolate, the only kind Daniel liked, the only kind she knew how to make. Two candles—a one and an eight. Daniel blew. The flame went out. Sarah smiled. Daniel smiled. The smile of two people who know what they've been through and don't say it because saying it wouldn't change anything and the smile is enough.

Daniel was tall now. Five-eleven. Thin. His father's eyes—Sarah never said it, but the eyes were the father's, the man from before the divorce, the man who'd left the house when Daniel was three and never came back, not even during the fourteen months of coma, not even during IDC. The father's eyes. The rest: Sarah. The concentration. The precision. The calm stubbornness of someone who looks at the data before speaking.

Daniel was studying computer science. Not by calling—by elimination. He'd tried biology, found it too slow. He'd tried physics, found it too abstract. Computer science had the right speed and the right level of abstraction. Systems. Networks. Architectures. The words he used to describe his courses sounded like words another man had used to describe something else—but Sarah didn't point that out.

The following Friday—not an ordinary Friday, the Friday of his eighteenth birthday, the Friday that fell three days after—Sarah wasn't home. Conference in Beer Sheva. A full day. Daniel was alone in the Ramat Gan apartment. He had the day. He was hungry. He looked for a can opener in the kitchen drawer—the right drawer, not that one, the left drawer.

He opened the left drawer.

The notebook was there. Black cover. Worn. Rounded corners. Beside the notebook: a gray pebble, round, smooth. Beside the pebble: an empty test tube, capped, labeled in handwriting Daniel didn't recognize. Beside the tube: a photo of himself at five years old, smiling, sitting on a swing, before everything.

Daniel picked up the notebook. Opened it. Read the first page. The tight handwriting of a man he didn't know. Notes in Hebrew. Diagrams. References to texts he'd never heard of. He turned the pages. The handwriting changed—larger, more nervous. A different man. Formulas. Numbers. Then a note in French: I saw today that he was right...

Daniel read the entire notebook. Two hours. Sitting on the kitchen floor, back against the cupboard, legs stretched out, notebook on his knees. He read the Hebrew—he read it fluently, Sarah had insisted. He read the French. He read the diagrams. He didn't understand everything. He understood enough. Enough to know the notebook described something to do with sleep and letters and dreams and a network and a man who'd dived into the dreams of others. Enough to know this something was connected to his childhood nightmares and his drawings of trees and his thirty percent fewer dreams and the hallway between dreams where he still saw, sometimes, a seated man who had a face.

He reached the last page. Morgenstern's sentence. The trembling handwriting. The Hebrew:

The dream thief is not the one who enters others' dreams. The dream thief is the one who prevents others from knowing they dream together.

Daniel read the sentence three times. Then he closed the notebook. Put it back in the drawer. Beside the pebble. Beside the tube. Beside the photo of himself at five. He closed the drawer. Slowly. Carefully. The way you close something you're not sure you want to open again.

He stood. Went back to his room. Sat at his desk. Opened his computer. The code on the screen—a class project, a network algorithm, a distributed architecture. He looked at the code. The code spoke of nodes and connections and synchronization and flow. The code spoke the same language as the notebook. A different syntax. The same grammar.

Daniel didn't tell Sarah about the drawer. Not that evening. Not the next day. Not the following week. Not the following month.

He knew—with the intuition of a child who'd grown up in the silence of what his mother didn't say—that the drawer was there to be found. Not forced open. Not revealed. Found. At the right time. By the right person. And he knew the right person was him. And the right time wasn't now. Not yet.

The drawer stayed closed. The notebook stayed in the dark. The pebble stayed beside the notebook. And Daniel Katz, eighteen years old, computer science student, Sarah's son, network survivor, thirty percent fewer dreams, continued his life. He went to class. He wrote code. He ate chocolate on Tuesdays. He slept—less than others, always less, but enough.

And sometimes, in the hallway between two dreams, he saw the seated man. The man with a face. The man who said nothing and asked for nothing and was simply there. Like a pebble on a wall. Like a presence without explanation. Like a question that doesn't need an answer to exist.




CHAPTER 52The Dream Thief

Twenty years later.

Daniel Katz was thirty. He worked at a Tel Aviv startup developing neural interfaces for the hearing impaired—implants that translated sound waves into direct brain signals. Useful work. Technical work. Work that had nothing to do with dreams.

Sarah was sixty-four. She still lived in Ramat Gan. She'd retired from the university hospital five years earlier—not by choice, by fatigue. The fatigue of a woman who'd spent thirty years looking at brains and didn't want to look at them anymore.

She volunteered for an organization helping the sleepers—the last sleepers, the holdouts, the three thousand people in the world who still hadn't woken, twenty years after IDC. Three thousand bodies in beds. Three thousand families waiting.

The organization did nothing medical. It did presence. Volunteers came and sat beside the sleepers. Two hours. Hands on their knees. Without speaking. Without touching. Just being there.

Sarah had founded the organization. She'd told no one.

The world had changed. Not spectacularly. The traces of IDC were everywhere—in aviation security protocols, in insurance policies containing an "oneiric event" clause, in neuroscience courses devoting an entire module to "the REM synchronization of 2025," in the micro-silences in conversations that children born after didn't notice and adults from before couldn't forget. The world wore its scars the way a face wears its wrinkles—not with pride, not with shame, with the indifference of what has become normal.

The term IDC had vanished from everyday vocabulary. Journalists still used it in anniversary pieces—"Twenty Years After IDC: Where Are We?"—but ordinary people said "the forty days." The way you say "the war." The way you say "the earthquake." An event without a definite article. A raw fact. The forty days. Everyone knew what it meant. Nobody knew what it had really been.

The name David Weiss had undergone the same treatment as all epicenter names: it had become a symbol and ceased to be a man. Documentaries had been made—the latest was called The Sleeper, and it told the story of a secret agent whose brain had "accidentally" triggered a global dream pandemic. The documentary was well made. The documentary was wrong. Not in the facts—in the essence. It told the story of a man who'd caused a catastrophe. It didn't tell the story of a man who'd said no.

Books had been written. Dissertations defended. Theories elaborated. Professor Stern—still on faculty, Nobel laureate for three years now for her work on neural synchronization—had published an eight-hundred-page opus titled The Shared Mind. The book explained everything. Except the essential. Except the twenty-two letters. Except Morgenstern's notebook. Except the sentence on the last page.

The left kitchen drawer at Sarah's still held the notebook. Daniel hadn't reopened it. Not in twelve years. He knew it was there. He knew what it contained. He knew that the day he opened it again, something would change—not in the world, in him. And he was in no rush. The notebook could wait. The notebook had time. The notebook had always had time.

On a Tuesday in November—a Tuesday, again, Tuesdays don't count—Daniel came to dinner at Sarah's. Chocolate. As always. They ate. They talked. About nothing. About everything. About Daniel's work. About the organization's sleepers. About the neighbor's cat that came in through the kitchen window. Normal things. Normal things are the most precious things in the world. You only know that when you've lost them.

After dinner, Daniel did the dishes. Sarah dried. They didn't talk during the dishes—they'd never talked during the dishes, it was a shared silence, a comfortable silence, the silence of two people who don't need words to be together.

When the dishes were put away, Daniel dried his hands. Looked at Sarah.

And said: "Mom. The notebook in the drawer. I read it when I was eighteen."

Sarah showed nothing. No surprise. No fear. No relief. She set the towel on the counter. "I know," she said.

"How do you know?"

"The notebook was turned over in the drawer. You put it back upside down. Cover facing down. I always stored it cover facing up."

Twelve years. She'd known for twelve years. She'd said nothing. She'd waited for Daniel to speak. The way she'd waited for David to wake. The way she'd sat on the wall in Safed. The way she sat beside the sleepers. Sarah Katz knew how to wait. It was perhaps the one thing she did better than anyone in the world.

Daniel sat at the kitchen table. Sarah sat across from him. The table between them. The cake crumbs. The silence.

"I'm not going to do anything with it," Daniel said.

"I know," Sarah said.

"Not because I'm afraid. Because it's not mine to decide."

"I know."

"Morgenstern's sentence. The dream thief. It's not David. It's not Yitzhak. It's not the network."

Sarah waited. Daniel continued.

"The dream thief is the system. Any system. The system that takes a living thing and turns it into a resource. The system that takes a dream and turns it into a product. The system that takes a connection—a real, ancient, natural connection between human brains during sleep—and wants to control it. Patent it. Sell it. Stabilize it. Administer it. The dream thief is the one who says: since the dream exists, it must belong to us."

Sarah said nothing. Daniel continued.

"And the stolen dream—the truly stolen dream—isn't paradoxical sleep. It isn't the network. It isn't the synchronization. The stolen dream is the dream of a simple world. A world where you close your eyes and what you see is nobody else's business. A world where sleep is a refuge. Where night is private. Where the thoughts you have when you're sleeping aren't data, aren't signals, aren't frequencies. Just dreams. The dream of a world where dreams are just dreams. That's what we lost. Not during the forty days. Before. Long before. We lost it the day someone looked at human sleep and thought: that's usable."

Sarah looked at her son. Thirty years old. His father's eyes. Her concentration. And something else—something that belonged to neither the father nor the mother. Something that belonged to a man sitting in a hallway between two dreams, a man with a face, a man who had said no.

"What do you want to do?" Sarah asked.

Daniel stood. Went to the left drawer. Opened it. Took out the notebook. The pebble. The empty test tube. The photo of himself at five.

He placed everything on the table. Four objects. The relics of a story.

"Nothing," he said. "I want to leave them here. In the drawer. In this kitchen. In this house. Available. Not accessible. Present. Not visible. Like the network. Like the dream. Like everything that exists without needing to be seen to be true."

He put the four objects back in the drawer. Closed it.

And said one last thing—a thing he'd never said and would never say again: "The man in the hallway. He smiles now."

Sarah didn't ask how Daniel knew. Sarah didn't ask what the smile meant. Sarah knew that some things aren't asked. Some things are received. Like a pebble on a wall. Like a presence in a hallway. Like a dream you have alone that belongs to no one.

Daniel put on his jacket. Kissed Sarah on the forehead—the only physical contact they exchanged, always the same, always the forehead, since he was a child.

He left. The door closed. Sarah sat in the kitchen. The cake crumbs. The towel on the counter. The closed drawer. The silence.

Outside, night was falling on Ramat Gan. The streetlights came on. Apartment windows lit up one by one—people coming home, making dinner, putting children to bed, opening a book, turning off the light, closing their eyes.

Millions of people. In this city. In this country. In this world. Millions of people about to sleep. And dream. Each on their own. Each in their own night. Each in the silence of their own skull.

The oldest luxury. The most precious luxury. The luxury the world had nearly lost and had found again—not intact, not complete, but enough.

The world continued. With its gaps. With its scars. With its three thousand sleepers and its micro-silences and its memories that didn't always belong to the right people. The world continued because the world doesn't know how to stop. The world continued because the ground exists and feet land on it and trees put out leaves in spring and lose them in winter and put them out again the following spring.

And somewhere, in a kitchen drawer in Ramat Gan, a black notebook waited. Not to be read. Not to be destroyed. Not to be published. To exist. Simply exist. Like a dream you don't tell. Like a man you don't find. Like a gray pebble placed on a stone wall in a Safed cemetery.

The world continued. But nobody dreamed of innocence anymore.




EPILOGUE

The last Friday, Sarah didn't take the bus.

She woke at six. Made coffee. Drank it standing in the kitchen, facing the window, facing the buildings of Ramat Gan and the antennas and the cranes and the December sky that was gray like every December sky in every city in the world. The coffee was hot. The coffee had a taste. The coffee triggered no memory of anyone—it triggered the taste of coffee, and that was enough.

She washed the cup. Put it away. Wiped the counter. Opened the left drawer. Looked. The notebook. The pebble. The empty tube. The photo. Four objects in a kitchen drawer. The entire history of the world in a sixteen-by-twelve-inch rectangle of wood.

She picked up the pebble. Turned it in her fingers. Gray. Round. Smooth. The same pebble for twenty years. It hadn't changed. Pebbles don't change. That's why you place them on graves—because they last longer than the pain and longer than the memory and longer than the people who place them. The pebble would still be there when Sarah was gone. The pebble would still be there when Daniel was gone. The pebble would still be there when nobody remembered what it meant. And it would mean nothing. And it would still be there. And that was the only thing that mattered.

Sarah set the pebble down. Closed the drawer. Took her jacket. Went out.

The December air. Cold. The same cold as twenty years earlier, when David had left the Petah Tikva building at five in the morning and walked through the park and sat on a wet bench and looked at the bare plane trees and understood there was no way out but there was still the ground beneath his feet. The same cold. The same air. The same world. Twenty years later. The world hadn't learned much in twenty years. The world never learns much. The world does. The world continues. The world puts out leaves in spring and loses them in winter and starts over without asking whether starting over has meaning.

Sarah walked. Not toward the bus station. Not toward Safed. Toward the park. The Ramat Gan municipal park—not the Petah Tikva one, a different one, larger, with an artificial lake and ducks and concrete benches and eucalyptus trees whose bark peeled in gray ribbons.

She sat on a bench. The wood was cold. Wet from the night's dew. The cold came through her pants. Sarah didn't move.

She looked at the trees. The plane trees—there were plane trees here too, everywhere in Israel, the London planes imported by the British during the Mandate, planted in every park, on every boulevard, in every city. The plane trees were bare in December. The black branches. The leaves on the ground. The smell of decomposition—the humus, the earth, the return. The earth reclaiming.

A man crossed the park. Old. Small. A plastic bag in his hand. He walked slowly, with the caution of the elderly. Sarah watched him pass. He didn't look at her. He was going to buy bread. Or milk. Or both. Old men buy bread and milk early in the morning. They've always done that. They'll always do that.

Sarah smiled. The smile of someone who recognizes something without being able to say what. The smile of someone who knows the world repeats itself and the repetitions aren't coincidences and aren't signs and aren't proof. Repetitions are the texture of reality. The way the world says: I'm still here. Always the same. Always different. Always here.

She stayed an hour. The day rose. The gray grew paler. Sounds began—engines, shutters, a radio somewhere. The world was waking. The world was doing what it does every morning. The world continued.

Sarah stood. Walked toward the park exit. The dead leaves crackled under her steps. The cold air entered through the collar of her jacket.

And she thought—without wanting to, without looking for it, without being able to stop it—of something Morgenstern had written in his notebook, not the last sentence, not the famous sentence, another sentence, in the middle, in small type, nearly invisible, a sentence Sarah had never quoted and would never quote:

The one who has seen the structure of the dream can no longer look at the waking world the same way. Not because the world has changed. Because the gaze has changed. And a changed gaze cannot be corrected. It can only be transmitted.

Sarah left the park. Crossed the street. Went home. Hung up her jacket. Opened her computer.

Looked at the curves of the three thousand sleepers—the last, the holdouts, the ones who weren't coming back. The curves were stable. As always. As they had been for twenty years. Living brains in motionless bodies. People somewhere. Somewhere where reality didn't have priority and where the dream wasn't a luxury but a residence.

And in curve number one thousand seven hundred eighty-three—a fifty-two-year-old man, hospitalized in Seoul, former engineer, asleep since the forty days, no family, no visitors, no one to sit beside his bed with hands on their knees—Sarah saw something.

An oscillation. Three percent amplitude. Eleven minutes. In the transition between two cycles.

The same oscillation. Exactly the same. The one David had seen first. The one that had started everything.

Sarah looked at the curve. For a long time. Then she opened a new file. Typed a title. Saved. Closed the computer.

The title of the file was: Volume 2.

Outside, the world continued. The streetlights went off. The day was rising. People were waking. People would go to work and eat and talk and laugh and cry and sleep. People did what people do. Since always. For always.

The world turned on bread and milk and old men who walk early and children who draw trees and women who sit on benches and notebooks in drawers and pebbles on walls and dreams—dreams that don't ask permission and don't give accounts and don't apologize for existing.

The world continued. But nobody dreamed of innocence anymore.

And somewhere—not in a hospital bed, not in a basement, not in a cemetery, not in a place with a name or an address or GPS coordinates—somewhere in the hallway between two dreams, a man with a face was sitting. He wasn't sleeping. He wasn't waking. He was. Simply. Like the pebble. Like the ground. Like the world.

And he was smiling.




PROLOGUE — VOLUME 2

The file stayed empty for eleven days.

Sarah opened it every morning. The cursor blinked on the white page. She looked at the cursor. The cursor waited. Sarah closed the file. Went to work. Came back. Opened the file. The cursor blinked. The same white page. The same steady beat of the cursor—a black line that appears, disappears, appears, disappears. Like a metronome. Like a pulse. Like a signal waiting to be received.

On the twelfth day, Sarah didn't look at the cursor. She looked at the curves. The oscillation from the Seoul sleeper—number one thousand seven hundred eighty-three—hadn't vanished. Three percent. Eleven minutes. Every night. Same window. Same amplitude. Same signature.

Except it was no longer an isolated oscillation. In eleven days, three other sleepers had developed the same pattern. One in Berlin. One in São Paulo. One in Osaka.

Four sleepers out of three thousand. In four cities. On four continents. And the four oscillations were synchronized. Not to David's rhythm—David no longer had a rhythm, David was nowhere, David was smiling in a hallway between two dreams.

The four oscillations were synchronized to a new rhythm. A rhythm Sarah had never seen. A rhythm that corresponded to no known REM cycle, no documented neurological pattern, no data in any database.

A rhythm of three hours and nineteen minutes.

Sarah calculated. Verified. Recalculated. The number wasn't random. Three hours and nineteen minutes. A hundred and ninety-nine minutes. A hundred and ninety-nine.

She opened Morgenstern's notebook—she kept it in her bag now, not in the drawer, in her bag, against her, the way Morgenstern had kept it against his chest. She searched through the pages. The numerical tables. The correspondences between letters and values. She found it.

A hundred and ninety-nine. Numerical value of three Hebrew letters: Qof. Tsade. Teth. קצט. The three letters formed no known word. No Hebrew word. No Aramaic word. No Talmudic root. Three letters without apparent meaning. Three letters that appeared nowhere in Morgenstern's lexicon.

Three new letters.

Sarah sat motionless before the screen. The four synchronized curves. The rhythm of a hundred and ninety-nine minutes. The three letters that meant nothing.

And she understood—not with the scientist's brain, not with the data, not with the curves. With instinct. With twenty years of silent presence beside hospital beds and cemetery walls and plastic chairs in basements.

She understood that someone, somewhere, was diving. Not like David—not by accident, not through overload, not through a brain that had learned the way despite itself. Someone was diving voluntarily. With method. With letters Morgenstern hadn't written. With a lexicon nobody had taught.

Someone had found the sleeping network and was waking it up. And this time, this person knew exactly what they were doing.

Sarah looked at the empty file. The blinking cursor. The white page waiting.

Then she typed the first sentence:

Twenty years ago, a man opened a door. The door never closed. And someone just walked in.

Outside, night was falling on Ramat Gan. People were closing their eyes. People were falling asleep. People were dreaming. Each on their own. Each in their own night.

For now.
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