When a small group of humanoid pilgrims descends from the stars into the heart of a hostile regime,
Earth braces for invasion. But these travelers seek no conguest—they come with reverence, prophecy,
and a desperate longing to find the place where the Creator bled into the dust. As governments panic
and the Vatican falls, one reluctant scholar—Reza ibn Mahmud—finds himself torn between allegiance
to a faith that demands obedience and a message that could reshape history. In the shadow of
collapsing powers, secrets buried for millennia begin to surface, and humanity must face a question it is
not ready to answer: What if the greatest threat these visitors bring is the truth?
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Chapter 1: Descent Into Dust

A coil of pale dust trailed the Hilux across the flat, pitted salt. The night, an unbroken
pane of cold glass.

Headlamps bit at the track ahead, revealing only the brittle tessellations where the desert's
crust yielded to the ancient machinery of wind and evaporation.

In the passenger footwell, a cheap thermos rattled and rolled, its contents long gone bitter.

The driver, a man whose anonymity was his profession, drove with his left hand while
massaging a faint scar on his jaw with his right.

Out here, beneath the watchful orbitals and vultures, he adhered to ritual: scanning the
horizon, checking mirrors, and every twenty minutes, lifting binoculars to search the moonlit
void for headlights, drones, or a police lorry.

If the night was a presence, it preferred him invisible.

The track veered at a fossilized streambed. He slowed, signaled (a twitch—old habits),

and jounced onto the hardpan, where the crust appeared clean and almost blue under the moon.
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In Dasht-e Kavir's salt flats, glass-slick and horizonless, men became godlike or
vanished. Isolation loomed, stark and heavy. No audience lingered in the shadows. The cargo
shifted, creaked, and whispered secrets of profit.

The clock read 01:17. 46 minutes until the next handoff. He checked the nav and palmed
the wheel for a slow, looping brake, easing the truck to a stop where the dunes had not yet
invaded the salt. The engine quit, the quiet resumed, enormous.

He stepped out. The cold took him, sharp and chemical. A pale skin of rime sparkled on
the hood, already forming despite the recent heat of the engine. He walked to the bed, thumbed
loose the ratchet on the cargo straps, and peeled back the canvas tarp.

Inside, the crates were neither marked nor uniform. Two were surplus Russian ammo
boxes, paint flaked to bare metal. One was a battered Pelican case with a faint blue U.N. stencil
at the edge. Beneath lay a lumpy tangle of machine parts. Scavenged circuit boards mixed into
the pile.

Wrapped in brown felt was a sleek, high-powered rifle. Its barrel gleamed under the faint
light. The weapon embodied lethal precision.

He ducked his head into the shadow of the tailgate and scanned the horizon. A low pulse
beat in his ears, equal parts adrenaline and the trace hum of cooling metal.

After a moment, he took a rag from his pocket, spit in it, and wiped the windscreen of
dust. The gesture was meticulous, ritualistic, meant for no one.

From the heart of the salt flat, a pinprick of light rose. At first, he assumed it was a
satellite—one of the old military birds with decomposing solar panels, flaring as it caught a

sliver of sun. But satellites did not hover, nor did they brighten, nor did they move against the
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clockwork of the sky. He froze, mid-wipe, eyes tracking the anomaly as it grew—from a speck to
a lamp, until it transformed into a thing with dimension and will.

The man stood still, his gaze steady as the horizon shifted. Years of witnessing the
impossible taught him patience. The light twisted the land, bending shadows and warping shapes.
Nothing remained untouched—each transformation demanded its price.

The object hovered, silent at first.

The craft glided with mathematical grace, descending not along a parabola but with pure,
vertical intent. The night punctured, bleeding a droplet of fire into the dark. The moon's
dominion was threatened, its cold control displaced by the slow, purposeful dilation of that
impossible second sun.

He cinched the tarp, tightening the straps with quick, economical movements. Every step
fell silent; the soles of his boots left careful, perfect impressions in the salt.

Ducking into the cab and reaching under the seat, he drew out a battered Makarov pistol.
The rack slid back and loaded a round into the chamber. It was pointless, of
course—absurd—but ritual demanded that one meet the unknown with a show of force, however
feeble. Checking the magazine, he slipped it inside his coat.

The light grew, carrying color, a molten warmth edged in orange, out of place in the
sterile blue of the night. With the approach came sound—a subsonic vibration, something more
to feel than to hear, like the tremor of an earthquake's far-off afterthought. He recognized it as a
warning.

He killed the headlamps. Stood, back pressed into the Hilux's shadow, eyes fixed

skyward.
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It drew closer at an impossible speed, and yet stately. He could see how it bent the air
around itself, rippling heat-haze in concentric rings, as if the desert itself rejected its presence.

His mind scrambled to catalog it: not a drone, not a plane, not even a missile. It was
something other, and the classification system of weapons and threats failed him.

He crouched beside the front wheel, one knee in the crusted salt, gaze unwavering. The
hum escalated, pressing into his sternum, reminiscent of the old generator at Tabriz back when
the world organized by nations and not syndicates.

The thing hung motionless above him. Its glare erased the moon, pressing the world flat
under a single, stark shadow.

Cold radiance prickled his skin.

His breath hitched—every instinct screamed to run, to hide, but his legs refused. The air
hummed, thick with a presence that stripped away his careful lies, his practiced stillness, leaving
only raw exposure. His fingers dug into the dirt. Useless. Seen.

He waited, counting heartbeats, breathing in time with the swell and retreat of the hum.

There was nothing else to do.

A wind, conjured from nothing, rose with the hum. The coppery bite of ozone clung to
his tongue, sharp and electric, though no clouds marred the star-strewn sky. The smuggler's
entire body shrank back against the Hilux's tire. He calculated the better vantage—a low seam of

basalt protruding from the salt crust, ten meters to the east.
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As the craft's light approached the ground, the air thickened and became alive.
Microcurrents spun off the vessel, churning salt and sand into a horizontal geyser that tore across
the flats. He sprinted, head low, hand up to shield his eyes, boots biting for purchase. Grains of
grit scoured his cheeks, stung his lips, scored microscopic wounds in the shadowed flesh of his
wrists.

The wind did not howl; it vibrated, a sustained mechanical chord that threatened to unseat
all memory of quiet. He made the outcrop and dropped, skidding across it on his knees. Sharp
points of stone punctured the fabric of his jeans, wetting them with shallow blood. Still, he did
not dare make a sound.

Behind the veil of flying sand, the craft's shape became less theoretical. It was not round,
nor cigar-shaped, nor any of the usual forms beloved by conspiracies. Instead, it suggested a
domed triangle, each face smooth and without seam, its edges rimmed with shifting veins of
phosphorescent light. It did not land so much as insinuate itself onto the desert, as if lowering a
god's thumb into sugar.

He pressed his head against the outcrop, squinting through the gaps between two stones.
The craft's lights pulsed in a deliberate sequence—cool blue at the base, cycling upward through
gold and then a clinical, surgical white. Where the light struck the sand, the grains danced and
realigned, sometimes fusing into glassy beads that winked and then shattered.

The hum climbed in pitch, approaching a register just below the threshold of pain. He
crammed his fists against his temples, certain that something inside his skull would shake loose.

Through the torment, he kept his eyes trained on the landing. The craft settled, displacing
not the ground, but the air itself. A perfect ring of unblemished salt radiated from its base, clean

and precise, as though cut with a compass.
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Stillness held him, save for the involuntary shivers rippling along his arms.

The wind died with as much abruptness as it arrived. Dust fell in a slow, even rain.
Stillness returned, denser now, the world for a moment robbed of any sound that was not the
labor of his own lungs.

He lifted his face, wet with sweat and salt. The craft remained, its hull flexing with
internal light. The glow of the risen moon made its surface almost translucent. There was no
visible port or seam, no sign of life or mechanism. It might have been a sculpture left by the
indifferent gods of the desert, an offering to the endlessness.

But he knew—because his entire body told him so—that it came for a reason.

He hunkered lower, spine curved, eyes flicking from the craft to the Hilux and back. His
escape plan evaporated with the sandstorm. Now he could only watch, and wait, and pray that

the world remained at least this strange and not stranger.

The waiting was the hardest part. Not the violence, not the chase, not the cold calculus of
border crossings. Waiting—alone and unsheltered—stripped all rationale from the mind, left only
the animal, chewing over its next move and the odds of survival.

So he waited.

The vessel sat in silent communion with the ground, pulsing with slow, deliberate breaths
of light. Its presence remade the night, giving every surface a new shadow, every grain of sand a

new trajectory.
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The smuggler lay motionless for minutes or perhaps hours, skin salted by dried sweat and
fine dust.

When the wind resumed its ordinary passage, brushing away the last memory of the
storm, he rose on numb legs and made for the truck. Each movement staged, the world as brittle
as a diorama. He crouched behind the Hilux's rear bumper, a gesture of instinctive
self-preservation.

With a slight shake in his hands, he pulled his phone from the chest pocket of his jacket.

The screen was spidered by a starburst fracture, but the camera still worked. He thumbed
the power and shielded the glow from the craft with his palm, then angled the lens through a
seam between the canvas and the bed.

The first photo was useless—a smear of overexposed glare and static. He adjusted,
steadied his breath, tried again. The form coalesced this time—a shadowed bulk edged with
rippling haloes of blue and gold.

He fired off a half-dozen more, bracketing exposures, rolling his wrist for every possible
angle. The hum, though diminished, still vibrated through the salt and up his bones, making
every tap of the screen consequential.

The photos would be grainy, warped by darkness and refraction and the limitations of
technology. But they were real.

He swiped through the gallery: in each, the craft appeared less a solid object than a
distortion in the world, a suggestion that something could exist outside the grammar of the things

he knew.
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He attached three to a message in a group chat labeled 'Contacts,' featuring various
avatars, including several small Iranian flags. He typed "now" and paused, thumb hovering over
send, conscious of the chain reaction that would follow.

The first finger of a new dawn rose over the horizon, paling the sky to a sickly orange.
The craft's lights receded in the coming day, but it remained, a silhouette against the diminishing
dark. He pressed send.

The status bars pulsed, then turned blue. The device blinked and whirred, uploading at
the speed of desperation. No one responded, but they saw. He allowed himself a single exhale,
not relief, but the final acceptance of a debt paid.

Somewhere far away, people would wake to these images, would tap and swipe and
zoom, would extrapolate, would panic, would plot. It was not his burden alone.

The desert lay silent, as it had always been, as it would always be.

Somewhere in the world, a network of betrayals activated, and tonight, the wound in the
earth bled a new kind of light.

He powered down the phone, tucked it away, and sat with his back to the bumper, knees
drawn to his chest. For the first time in years, he considered prayer. Not the rote, formulaic thing,
but the raw, open-hearted bargaining of the powerless.

The vessel's dark hull loomed, its empty portholes fixed on him. The warm air sighed

dust and salt, thick with the burden of things unseen.



Davis / Unveiled / 9

Chapter 2: Unexpected Arrivals

Inside the hull, the world was dim as a chapel under eclipse.

They had no windows or viewscreens, only an indigo glow from their own creation,
pooling at the chamber's seams and forming luminous knots at structural intersections. Under
this light, eleven silent figures knelt, bodies fitting together like a seed's facets. They appeared
human at a glance, but subtle wrongness surfaced on closer inspection: ultramarine sclera,
cheekbones blending into temples, and synchronized breathing.

The oldest, or perhaps most worn, led the opening prayer. His unfamiliar tongue pitched
vowels off-key, resonating against the walls as if to unlock them. The others followed, their
voices layering into a plainchant of austere gratitude. When the recitation ended, they rose
together, serenity returning like a tide, leaving them as a congregation afloat in the uncharted.

The leader gestured, and with smooth motion, the group moved to their stations. The
vessel was compact, just two dozen paces from bow to stern, with every surface serving a
purpose. The "pilot" hovered over an ovoid console, activating a projection with two fingers: a

spinning model of the planet, marking their position in a vast, arid depression. Surrounding the
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dot was an array of script and icons, each glyph encapsulating extensive information in a single
stroke.

To the left, the "historian" thumbed through a deck of polymer wafers, each bearing the
record of a pilgrimage: Ephesus, Damascus, Antioch, Rome. He thumbed past them all to the
blank wafer at the end. He clicked it into the slot. The display flickered to life, numbers
scrolling—gravity, atmosphere, electromagnetic flux—while a red bar inched upward, tallying
background viral and prion load. The summary blinked: BIOME: ARID, LINGUISTICS:
UNMAPPED, HOST RESPONSE: UNKNOWN.

At the rear, two "acolytes" opened a small hatch within the ship's resin structure to reveal
a kit. In it, tools—Ilike a lantern, stylus, and cup—were familiar, while others were foreign:
spinning gyres without visible power, a mask from an extinct bird's down, and quartz fibers
oscillating with the crew's pulse.

After the ritual of unpacking, they convened in the nave, the only chamber large enough
to accommodate them upright. There was no hierarchy here, not in the terrestrial sense; the
oldest was first among equals, a shepherd only because he remembered more darkness than the
rest.

He spoke in the pilgrims' tongue, but the ship's machine parsed his words into a whisper
of Farsi, not quite correct but close enough to seed memory:

"This is the world where the great Descent occurred. The wound of divinity, opened and
stitched in the flesh of a woman. The place where the invisible collapsed into the visible, and the
uncontainable agreed to be bound by breath. All our ancestors have dreamed of this journey. We

are not worthy, but we are chosen."
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The "physicist" (it was an imprecise title; she had once taught both cosmology and
cuisine to her novices) interjected, a rare breach of decorum. "Atmosphere is stable, but local
customs are volatile. There are networks—" she hesitated, fumbling for the correct referent,
"—of violence, faith, and commerce, each surveilling the others. Any action may misread."

The historian nodded, tapping the blank wafer. "Their archive is disorderly. Babel is
unhealed. The few common scripts are guarded by hostile tribes. We will need to learn fast and
speak first."

A murmur of assent circled the group. The leader's gaze moved from face to face, reading
resolve in each.

"Remember why we have come," he said. "Not for conquest, nor spectacle, nor for the
right to remain. We come as supplicants, pilgrims. The Kingdom is at hand. We come to
Jerusalem."

At the name, a shiver passed through the hull. The oldest recalled the teachings that
spoke of the holy city in their earliest languages. That the direction of their prayer was a memory
older than light. That although in exile, the seed remembers its root.

The "prodigy" (a child, by their reckoning—only twelve cycles) raised her hand, fingers
trembling. "And if they do not let us go? If the border is closed?"

The leader smiled, the gesture learned from the study of human faces: brief, uncertain,
and then gone. "Then we worship where we are. The Maker does not require a perfect address.
Every stone can be a tabernacle."

The group considered this, each calibrating their expectations to the contingency of grace.

The historian flicked a switch, and the vessel's hull grew translucent. The scene outside

emerged: salt flats, gray and infinite, stitched by the thin, shivering line of horizon. The sun was
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coming, its edge a pale blade. In the middle distance, a lone human crouched beside a battered
vehicle, watching with a posture of disbelief.

"Contact," said the physicist, as though reading an augury.

The oldest considered the options. To speak first, or to wait for approach? To cloak, or to
emerge in full figure? To greet as kin, or as stranger?

"We begin with hospitality," he said. "We offer water and words. Even if neither is
understood."

The acolytes readied the cups, filling them with the ship's distilled reserve. The historian
preloaded a phrasebook, their best approximation of Persian, Hebrew, Arabic, and English, each
phrase shadowed by its own accent and imprecision. The prodigy checked the lantern, fingers
moving over the controls with careful reverence.

The pilgrims had never set foot on Earth; their knowledge of the planet came from legend
and ancient prophecies passed down through generations. The tales spoke of a sacred land where
the Creator walked among His creation, but they were mere echoes of a distant past filtered
through the lens of their own experiences.

Their earliest understanding was shaped by a handful of intercepted interstellar
transmissions, which acted as a beacon guiding them to Earth's location. Snippets of human
communication flickered like ghosts across the vastness of space, offering tantalizing glimpses of
a world that was both familiar and alien.

As they descended through space in the days and hour before their landing, the ship's
sensors gathered scant data, painting a picture of Earth that was more myth than reality. It

gathered only vague details of geography, climate, culture, and the pulse of life below. The data
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was not enough, not in the remotest sense, yet it was all they had. However, it was enough to fuel
their hopes and fears as they approached this long-anticipated cradle of their faith.

The vessel opened its aperture, a seam flowering at the base. The desert air rolled in, cold
and wild, carrying with it the scent of living earth. The pilgrims stood together, a single file,
hands empty, hearts thundering with the terror and awe of arrival.

"Be not afraid," the leader intoned, recalling the ancient text.

The first of them stepped onto the salt. The light of the new day caught her face,
illuminating the old, old hope that no world, however wounded, is ever beyond the reach of
grace.

Behind her, the others followed. Each carrying nothing but their names, their questions,
and the impossible memory. The memory of a God who had once walked here, in dust, under a

sky not so different from this one.

The sun pierced the horizon, a golden arrow dividing the salt flats into two realms:
shadow and revelation. For a moment, the world froze in awe. The act of illumination intruded
upon the night's final secrets. Eleven pilgrims advanced in single file. Their steps floated, as if
rehearsing for an elusive gravity.

With caution they stepped through the aperture, testing the cool, crystalline ground with
bare feet. Their attire blended robe and uniform, woven from iridescent, sand-colored fiber that
reflected the dawn. Carrying only artifacts of their faith, they moved with the calm assurance of

those who had an exact understanding of where and when they needed to be.
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At a word from their leader, they fell into a ring, faces eastward, backs to the
still-glimmering hull. They bowed once, twice, then rose and began the work for which they
crossed the unthinkable: the construction of a prayer.

It began as a faint hum, a sound almost imperceptible over the sizzle of dew. The sound
elongated into a chord, then a sequence, evolving into a complex harmony that spread across the
basin like a chorus for the unborn. The language was unfamiliar—its vowels too long, its meter
defying codebreakers—but its invocation was clear and unmistakable. It carried the yearning of
exiles and the joy of homecoming; the plea of the supplicant and the scholar's demand to be
heard.

A passing sandgrouse, roused from its roost by the disturbance, landed in their midst and
remained, head cocked, as if drawn by recognition.

Across the flats, the battered Hilux was gone, but the outline of its tires lingered, a
geometry of flight sketched in scarred salt. The pilgrims ignored it; their concern rested not with
witnesses, but with the one whom all witnesses must someday face.

High above, surveillance satellites blinked and shifted, their directives rewritten by
subroutines awash in conflicting instructions. Ground-based radar at a former Soviet airstrip
registered the vessel's presence but dismissed it as an atmospheric glitch. An American signals
array in Qatar noted the anomaly, tagged it for further review, and lost it amid a thousand other
pings. But on the ground, closer and hungrier, the network of human commerce and rumor had
already done its work.

By the time the pilgrims finished the first stanza, three armed drones hovered above. By

the second, video footage reached a data broker in Ankara. He sold it to a Tehran handler for
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twenty thousand euros in crypto and a future favor. Within an hour, the event became the
second-most urgent national security issue in the region; by noon, it rose to first.

The pilgrims remained unaware, eyes closed, swaying around an invisible axis. The child
held a lantern high, casting a dawn corona. The physicist gestured equations into the air, while
the historian recited a genealogy of longing. The leader, the last to kneel, whispered the city's
name in every dialect he knew, savoring each as if they were the names of lost children.

A full three hours elapsed before the first earthborn response arrived.

They heard it first: a low thrum, mechanical, nearer than the omnipresent drones. In the
west, a convoy of vehicles crested the edge of the salt flat, black against the advancing sun. The
lead truck bore the colors of the

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, its insignia crisp and unblinking. Following were
two technicals mounted with heavy machine guns, and behind them a personnel carrier packed
with soldiers in desert-pattern fatigues.

The pilgrims did not run, nor did they brace themselves. Instead, they formed a line,
hands linked, and began the second movement of their prayer. This softer, more intimate,
resembled a song meant only for the ears of the dying.

The convoy halted two hundred meters out. Men poured from the carrier, fanning in a
formation that suggested both reverence and the readiness to kill. The ranking officer, stocky and
grim, approached with his sidearm drawn but held low. Behind him, a linguist in civilian dress
cupped a radio to her ear, lips moving in a frantic sub-vocalization.

The aliens bowed. The officer shouted a command. The leader stepped forward, palms

exposed, and offered the first words ever spoken by one species to another on this ground.
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The linguist, guessing, translating in real-time, caught only the shape of the greeting:
"Peace, and the fulfillment of longing."

The officer's jaw tightened, his voice slicing through the air like a blade. "Dastat ro zire
sar bezarid! Hala!" he commanded, the urgency of his tone making the meaning clear without
comprehension.

The aliens, their expressions puzzled and wary, exchanged glances as they struggled to
grasp the command. They responded in their melodic yet fragmented pre-Babel tongue,
attempting to piece together something resembling compliance. Their voices wove through the
desert air like a haunting echo of ancient hymns, each word laced with reverence and confusion
as they made an uncertain gestured toward their heads.

The leader complied, though it took a moment to understand the pantomime. He knelt,
fingers laced behind his skull, and nodded to the others to follow. The child wept—one, two
crystalline tears—then wiped them away with the back of her hand and pressed her brow to the
ground.

The soldiers advanced, rifles trained on torsos and faces and anything else that might
contain a vital organ. When the first man reached the line, he hesitated, transfixed by the eyes of
the kneeling physicist—irises so dark they seemed to consume the morning. She smiled at him,
or at least performed the smile as she had learned it from years of training.

"Do not fear." She spoke in the only tongue she knew, her own. Her voice flowed with a
melodic rhythm that filled the atmosphere. The words felt strange yet held an unsettling sense of
familiarity, reminiscent of ancient invocations. "We are mere travelers."

He responded with a single nod, remaining silent. There was no comprehension of her

words, nor was there any protocol for this situation.
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The salt flats shimmered in the heat, obscuring the ship to a vague rumor. Above, a drone
captured the scene, streamed it live to secret screens, and archived it as proof that reality
surpassed fiction.

No one noticed the sandgrouse as it hopped around the abandoned prayer circle. It
pecked at the ground where the eleven knelt. Its tiny heart remained undisturbed by the thunder

of engines or the scent of fear.

At 05:03, the Quds Force perimeter was in place, its geometry textbook-perfect.

The north and south approaches covered overlapping arcs of fire. Technicals sandbagged
the ridges. Heavy machine guns trained at the horizon in case the vessel acted as bait for a wider
assault.

The commander, Hassan Mazraei, surveyed the tableau through field glasses, jaw set in a
line that bespoke both contempt and calculation. He did not care for the desert, and he cared even
less for his superiors. He detested the men who were about to make him responsible for an
unexplained incident on the regime's watch.

The creatures—there was no more accurate word—had formed a line at the boundary of
the landing site. Eleven of them, their height varied and skin registered as olive under the early
light, but with undertones that suggested a biology tuned to something beyond ordinary sunlight.
Their clothing was neither military nor civilian; he pegged it as a uniform, but with ceremonial

inflections that made the hairs on his arms stand.
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He had been briefed, of course. There were rumors—always rumors—about bioweapons,
about Western psy-ops, about CRISPR'd pariahs bred for infiltration. The Americans would try
anything, and the Israelis more so. But no briefing prepared him for the eyes: deep blue-black,
shot through with gold, and fearless.

He radioed the linguist, barked: "Advance. Caution, but do not show weakness. I want
their leader talking in two minutes."

She nodded, adjusted her hijab, and began the approach with two riflemen at her flanks.
The rest of the soldiers advanced in a deliberate, intimidating stagger, boots crunching on salt
crust, the friction of rubber on earth an audible declaration of intent.

The leader of the pilgrims—shorter, broader, a face creased by old weather—rose and
stepped forward. He lifted his hands in the universal gesture of surrender, then pivoted to his
right and clasped the hand of the smallest in their group. For a moment, Mazraei saw only a
father and son facing judgment.

The linguist tried English first. "Identify. Surrender. You will not be harmed if you
comply."

The reply was a polyglot echo, alien vowels stitched to consonants in a way that made the
mind itch: "Salam... Yaru... Yisra-el... Yeshu'a..."

She froze. "What?"

The pilgrim, sensing the failure, tried again. This time the chorus was slower, plaintive,
the child at the end repeating "Yaru-salaam, Yaru-salaam," as if it were a spell to ward off
bullets.

Mazraei made a chopping gesture with his hand. "Skip to Farsi. They know we're

Iranian."
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The linguist switched: "Asliyat? Manzil? Chizi?"

The leader's lips formed the syllables with difficulty: "Payam... raa... Ovurd-im. Ma..."
He searched for the word, gestured to his heart, to the east, to the sky. "Raahat... peyda konim.
Ma... Mosafer. Safar."

The linguist relayed into her radio, voice taut: "Message-bearers. Journey. They keep
saying 'Yaru-salaam.' It's not 'Jerusalem' exactly, but it could be. Also a lot of reference to what
could be 'peace'. But the pronunciation... It's wrong. Like they learned from a machine."

"Maybe they did," Mazraei snorted under his breath. "Just keep them talking."

But the next sound from the pilgrims was not a word, but a song. Soft, at first—a
minor-key wailing, half Middle-Eastern magam, half Gregorian chant, both unnerving. It started
with the leader, spread to the child, then to the women, then all of them: eleven voices
interwoven, raising the invocation skyward.

The soldiers fidgeted. A few traced the curves of their triggers; others jerked their hands
away from warding gestures. The youngest—a Shiraz conscript, smooth-cheeked—Iet his rifle
dip, mouth half-open in bewilderment.

Mazraei lost patience. He advanced forward toward the group, boots sending salt chips
flying. He bellowed: "Bekesh sareto balaa!"

The leader obeyed, gaze steady. He made the sign of the cross, slow and unmistakable.

That gesture, in this context, was a weapon. The effect on the soldiers was immediate:
mutters of "Masihee?" and "Mojassam?"—the first term for Christians, the second for heretical
icon-makers. Half the men had never seen that motion in person, only in Western films or
contraband. Mazraei saw the tremor ripple down the line.

He fired a shot in the air. "Hala!" he yelled.
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The pilgrims stopped singing. Oppression rushed in, stifling and sudden.

The linguist tried again, voice almost tender: "You are not in danger. We wish to help."

The leader looked at the sky, at the soldiers, at the child beside him. "Marmoolak...
Khandan." He smiled. It was a deliberate mimicry, a hope that like them, humans relaxed when
smiled at. Instead, it made the soldiers recoil.

Mazraei motioned for zip ties. "Enough theater," he growled. "Secure them and prepare
for transport."

The men moved forward, some with reluctance, others with unnecessary force. They
zip-tied the wrists of the pilgrims, doubled the ties for the larger ones. None resisted. The oldest
made a gesture of blessing over the hands that bound him; the child whispered "Yeshu'a" and
kissed the ground before being hooded.

When it was over, Mazraei ordered a squad to sweep the vessel for hazards. They found
nothing but the resinous exoskeleton, warm to the touch and resistant to standard tools. He left a
six-man detachment to encircle the thing until specialists arrived.

The linguist, shaken, joined Mazraei at the tailgate of the lead technical. "They're
harmless, Colonel. At least for now."

He grunted. "Nothing that harmless crosses half a galaxy to pray in the salt."

"They're telling the truth," she remarked. "I believe they came for Jerusalem, perhaps to
visit the holy sites. The child was unable to express herself in Farsi. She used gestures, and was
curious. She tried to make the sign of a building. Perhaps the temple? It appeared as if she
wanted to know if it was still there."

"Jews," Mazraei spat. "No temples. No mercy. They'll learn soon enough."
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The captives loaded into the carrier, heads bagged, bodies curled against the cramped
benches. The sun hung heavy, bleaching the land of shadows.

Mazraei's jaw tightened. The war had taught him this—the way fate circled back,
relentless, to peel open old wounds. Enemy, god, or stranger, it made no difference.

He radioed command. "Anomaly contained." The order to move came sharp from his
throat.

The convoy lumbered east. Behind them, the salt flats shimmered. The six-man squad
tracked the vessel, fingers resting on triggers, subdued tension between them. Doctrine had no
words for this. And if it did, they'd be lies.

The pilgrims, huddled together in the darkness of the van, began to pray. This time, the
song was silent, internal, stitched along the invisible thread that joined them. They did not fear.
For them, captivity was as much a step in the pilgrimage as freedom. The script was written; they

had only to read their lines and wait for the next act to begin.

The convoy lumbered east, a dull procession of steel and exhaust. For the pilgrims, it
represented a single note in their greater hymn.

Bound hands, hooded faces. They crowded together on reeking vinyl, reticent yet driven.
Whispers flickered between them—a prayer line, a hymn fragment, sometimes just the first

syllable of that sacred city.
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The eldest counted hours by the sun's heat on his skin, the truck's halts, the guards'
muftled tones through the wall. By midday, certainty settled in him—part calculation, part
revelation. Tehran's outskirts neared.

The city announced itself first by its scent: a sour blend of diesel, concrete, and human
hope, burned down to the wick. Next came the vibration, a hundred thousand engines humming
in counterpoint, the thud of traffic channeled through slab and rebar.

Even before the blindfolds were removed, the pilgrims knew they entered a soulless city.
One built not for the glory of God or the comfort of man, but for the endless, grinding inertia of
bureaucracy.

The child prodigy, who had never seen such a thing, pressed her face against the inside of
the sack, trying to map the labyrinth by sound alone.

They unloaded at a subterranean service entrance, hustled down a ramp slippery with old
oil and discarded sunflower seeds.

The guards spoke little; when they did, it was in the clipped, sing-song Farsi of men
accustomed to enforcing order rather than conversing about it.

At one point, as the pilgrims were herded through a turnstile too narrow for their group
formation, the youngest stumbled and fell hard, chin splitting against the tile. Instead of crying
out, she laughed—a bright, keening sound that echoed against the walls. The escort captain
became unsettled by it. He slapped the girl twice and barked at his men to "get these sons of
whores out of here before the cameras see."

The holding area was unremarkable: four windowless rooms, each with a bolted table and
two chairs, walls painted the same nauseating blue as all government buildings on three

continents. The pilgrims split into quartets and trios, with the old man alone in the last cell.
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They sat, unmoving, until one of the guards—perhaps feeling some echo of
shame—brought a pitcher of water and a tray of sugared bread. The aliens drank with greed, not
from thirst, but in accordance with the tradition that every act of hospitality, no matter how bitter,
deserved reception as a sacrament.

Above, the regime's apparatus lurched into its customary frenzy. Mazraei, summoned
from his office mid-morning, arrived at the site in full dress uniform, his buzz cut still glistening
from the gym, medals arranged to catch the eye. He performed the necessary theater for the
cameras—barking orders, ridiculing the guards, slamming his fist on the interrogation room's
plexiglass viewport—before dismissing the entourage with a single, scathing look.

Inside, the eldest pilgrim remained calm. The alien's footsteps echoed in his sterile cell,
back and forth like a metronome. His breath stayed steady as he paced across the floor, his
movements sharp, urgent—a holy man racing against the call to prayer. The one-way mirror
reflected nothing but Mazraei's own stillness as he watched.

The being's affect was maddening: neither panic nor rage, just a kind of gentle
expectation, as though Mazraei were a waiter and this the world's slowest kitchen service.
Mazraei snorted, made a note in his pad ("CULTURAL: subservient, possible defect"), and
moved on to the other cells.

The group of women intrigued him least. Their posture was deferential, eyes lowered,
voices soft. Yet when they did speak, it was in a measured, deliberate cadence, as if every word
carried the strain of possible consequences. They huddled together, hands clasped, and whispered
a word between pauses—"Yeshu'a," "Yaru-salaam," "Golgotha"—that triggered further
speculation in the monitoring room. Mazraei didn't like it: the ease with which these strangers

evoked names forbidden in this country except in ridicule or condemnation.
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In the children's room, the prodigy became the center of gravity, every motion pulling at
the group like a magnet. She cataloged every camera, every microphone, and every vent. When
finished, she performed a series of careful, deliberate gestures for her captors.

She traced the sign of the cross with her finger. Next, she arranged crumbs of bread into
the same shape. After a moment, she stacked the plastic cups into a pyramid before toppling
them, as if conveying some piece of foreign knowledge.

The historian, in the next room, spent the hours in silent reflection, then began to
speak—not to his captors, but to himself. He recited genealogies, legends, the record of his
people's suffering, all in the ancient tongue. The room's acoustic sensors transmitted the
monologue straight to a linguist at the Ministry, who, after two hours, abandoned the task and
labeled the tape: "NO KNOWN CORRELATE."

By late afternoon, the first interrogator arrived. He wore the collar of a cleric, but the cut
of his suit was European, the fabric too expensive for a mere mullah. This was Reza ibn
Mahmud——consultant, theologian, and professional doubter. A scholar who had once been
summoned to the Vatican to debate a papal envoy and left Rome with nothing but an admonition
to "be careful what you wish for." Through the mirror he watched the old man with the cautious

gravity of someone accustomed to being the least dangerous person in the room.
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Chapter 3: Bridging Worlds with Words

Reza's thoughts slipped into the shadows of his past as he continued observing. He was
ten when his mother died, her vibrant stories now little more than fading laughter echoing in the
void she left. His father—stern, devout, and distant—followed her soon after, and Reza landed in
the care of his grandmother, a woman forged in faith and quiet rebellion.

In a world where a whisper of Christianity could mean death, she wrapped him in stories
of hope—of a savior who offered grace without condition, so unlike the rigid demands of his
father's Islam. She taught him to question, to search for truth, always with a careful eye to avoid
open defiance.

Nicknamed "The Owl" for his late night study marathon's, Reza ibn Muhamad was
brilliant. He thrived in school at all levels, his mind threading together Islam, Judaism, and
Christianity like a scholar weaving a complex tapestry. He debated the merits of Islam with Jews,
Protestants, and Catholics, though his arguments often lacked conviction, shackled by the weight
of his father's legacy. Doubts simmered beneath every exchange—unspoken questions about the

Quran he never dared raise. He craved a truth compelling enough to tip him into belief.



Davis / Unveiled / 26

Christianity's freedom stirred something deep in him—a fire unbound by control. But his
father's ghost and his Sunni roots held fast, links in a chain he couldn't snap. The past wrapped
around him like his grandmother's embrace, steady and warm, urging him to chase the faith that
stirred his restless soul.

The pilgrim pointed toward the mirror, his gesture sharp with conviction. Reza's chest
tightened. Was this the voice that would finally lead him to truth? Or just another echo in the
long corridor of doubt?

Reza left the small observation room and entered the old man's cell.

The old man turned and smiled—a gesture disarmingly warm.

"As-salamu alaykum, peace to you" Reza said, his voice cutting through the haze like a
bell. The words fell unintelligible on the old mans ears. Reza fixed his gaze on the old man,
trying to extract understanding from the rhythm and shape of the sounds. Only fragments clung
to his mind, leaving him unmoored.

Reza's composure slipped. He cleared his throat. "You are in the custody of the Islamic
Republic. Your actions are under review."

The old man dipped his head in acknowledgment.

Reza tried again. "Why have you come?"

Silence stretched. The old man spoke, voice rising like a chant as he gestured toward the
horizon. "Yaru-salaam... Yeshu'a...holy ground...J'ovaah." Each word fell like an offering. Again
he made the sign—forehead, chest, left shoulder, right. "The descent. The joining. The great
wound that healed the world." He repeated "Yerushalayem," its pronunciation brushing Hebrew
yet hinting at an ancient, forgotten strain. "Masiach." "Eretz Kadom." Messiah. Land of the

Beginning.
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The room closed in around Reza. "You are not from here," he said in a hush. "You are not
of this world."

The old man considered the claim, sadness softening his smile.

Outside, raised voices cut through the stillness. Ayatollah Khorasani swept into the
gallery like a winter squall—tall, gaunt, his beard white as salt flats. His black turban rode high,
anchored in authority. Mazraei bowed low.

"Show me the blasphemers," Khorasani barked.

Mazraei summoned the video feed. The Ayatollah watched the aliens pray, sing, or sit
without sound. He said nothing for a minute. Then: "They are not men. They are machines. Or
demons. Or both."

Reza stood in the antechamber beside the female linguist from the landing site. The old
ache bloomed in his gut. It always did when mystery was mistaken for threat.

The Ayatollah gave the order: extract confession—no ambiguity, no mercy. These beings
were Zionist constructs or Western agents. Their very presence was sabotage. Khorasani's eyes,
watching through the glass, hunted betrayal.

Reza remained still, hands folded. "Eminence," he said, voice hushed, "how does one
confess to a crime one cannot yet name?" He stepped closer, catching the ozone-and-paper scent
woven into the Ayatollah's robes. "We share no tongue. Their mimicry is limited. Their gestures,
crude."

Khorasani's lips thinned. "If they can mimic, they can learn. You will teach them. You
will draw out the truth—that they were made by Zionist hands to defile and deceive. Until they
confess, there is no quarter. No sacrament." His gaze cut through the air like frost. "Confession is

mercy. The only mercy."
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The room stilled. Guards slumped against the walls. Mazraei scribbled on his clipboard,
lips curled with satisfaction. He gestured for the linguist to prepare. Her chador clung to her skin
like a damp towel. Reza nodded, the motion heavy, his chin dragged downward as if by unseen
chains.

He returned to the holding cell, voice harder now, questions sharp-edged. But the old
man's responses never wavered.

The interrogation cell offered no comfort. Fluorescents buzzed at a pitch tailored to
torment the sleepless, tubes flickering in arrhythmic pulses. Tiles refused symmetry—every other
line misaligned, every fourth square a wrong shade of blue. The walls, last painted decades ago,
bore spectral remnants: a scuff from a chair, a greasy oval where a head had rested, stipples of
old blood now abstracted by bleach and time.

Reza ibn Mahmud stood in that box of hollow light, arms folded. He'd learned long ago
that exhaustion, or the appearance of it, was a blade. It unsettled subjects. Wore them down. For
him, it sliced through theory and laid bare the now.

The pilgrim knelt in the room's center, positioning himself on his folded garment. Hands
clasped behind him in a gesture of childlike obedience. Up close, his strangeness lost its
shock—each detail made him appear more deliberate than monstrous. High cheekbones carved
shadows down his face. A rim of ultramarine ringed each eye. Faint purple veins pulsed beneath
translucent skin. When he raised his face, patience radiated from him—Iimitless, undisturbed.

Reza cleared his throat. "Ismi—Reza. Name. Understand?"

The old man considered, lips drawn in thought. "Raza."

"Correct. Your name?" Reza tapped his chest and gestured outward.
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The old man paused, brow furrowing. He extended his hand, not pointing but offering.
"Yaru-salaam."

Reza frowned, made a note. He switched to Arabic. "Min ayna anta?"

"Yaru-salaam," the man repeated. Then, soft, reverent: "Yeshu'a."

Reza's pulse quickened. He shifted to clipped Farsi. "Shoma koja-i? City? Country?
Planet?" He mimed the globe, spinning it in the air.

The pilgrim copied the gesture, arms outspread, folding inward like an embrace. "Eretz
Kadom," he said. "Masiach. Ovudim." The words dropped like ritual stones in a sacred pool.

Reza circled the kneeling figure, eyes scanning every detail. No twitch, no resistance.
When Reza leaned in, the old man held his gaze. Not afraid—watching, like something tracking
distant motion.

"You were apprehended in Dasht-e Kavir. What is your mission?"

"Pilgrimage. Raahat. Ma—" the hand on his chest, "—musafir."

Guest. Traveler. The terms struck a chord buried deep.

A fracture opened in his focus. The pilgrim's word, musafir, summoned a ghost from the
ruins of his family's history. It was the same word his grandmother Zahra had used for Farid
Nassiri—a name spoken only in whispers, always with a bitter edge. He remembered how her
hands would clench at the mention of his grandfather, the man whose name was a stain on their
house. Official narratives offered little more than ink and evasion: Reza's mother, Laila, lost to a
"tragic accident"; his father, Ali, found with a blade in his ribs, the price of a smuggler's quarrel.

But Zahra's whispers also painted a different history, one of a legendary "Spider" who
moved through the Christian underground like a spirit. She was a ghost who smuggled bread to

the starving and Bibles to the faithful, a protector who struck at the regime's men when they



Davis / Unveiled / 30

grew too cruel. The Spider, Zahra said, was the balance—the justice the world refused to
provide. She never connected the Spider to Farid. A wall of silence stood between the two
stories, its bricks mortared with a grief Reza was forbidden to name. The family's wound was a
scripture he was not allowed to read.

He looked at the pilgrim before him—another closed book, another untranslatable
history. The old frustration settled in his chest, a familiar weight. It seemed every truth required a
key he did not possess. He pushed the thought aside. The interrogation demanded a clinical
mind, not a haunted one.

Time lost its structure. Interrogation schedules blurred. Prayer calls marked the days, but
urgency gave way to ritual. Reza descended into the holding block each morning. The old man
always knelt in the same spot, gaze fixed on the lights above. The flickering grid blinked its own
unreadable language.

If the guards moved him—or tortured—there were no marks. No resistance.

In the first week, Reza greeted each session with precision. Switched dialects.
Rearranged questions. Sat silent for long stretches, hoping silence might coax truth. But the old
man returned each approach with that same calm, as though his captivity marked another step in
a sacred liturgy.

Khorasani's early visits lent gravity to the ordeal.

He witnessed without speaking. When he wrote, his notes came clipped—hints, not
instructions. But as days hardened into weeks, his presence faded. The notes, when they came,
sharpened like knives.

Mazraei, by contrast, lingered. Always watching. His clipboard bore lists that never

ended. "Clock's ticking," he would mutter. "Every fanatic breaks."
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Reza began moving through his duties like a ghost trailing itself. Each gesture played out
at a distance. Waking became trial. He once set two alarms, slept through both. On the rare nights
home, he lay on tile, eyes tracing ceiling cracks like constellations of failure. He couldn't stop.
The old man's patience had become a mirror, a provocation.

By the second week, something shifted.

The old man's language broke down. Some days he offered only fragments—"Raahat."
"Masiach." "Yeshu'a." Others, he refused sound altogether. Even food met silence.

On the sixteenth morning, guards found him sprawled, arms outstretched. A low hum
vibrated through the floor. Less a sound than a resonance.

Reza knelt beside him, protocol forgotten. He laid a hand on the man's arm. The vibration
passed through his bones.

Answers drifted further from reason. Sometimes the old man sang in long, warping tones.
Sometimes he wept—=clear tears tinged with indigo. Once, Reza slammed the clipboard and
shouted, "Talk sense, for God's sake!"

The man looked up, puzzled. "Yeshu'a," he whispered, thick with longing.

That day, Reza broke ranks. He copied the words. He traced their sounds across
languages—Aramaic, Hebrew, Syriac. "Yaru-salaam." "Yerushalayim." "Jerusalem." The answer
had always been there.

He tested the idea. Wrote "Yerushalayim." "Masiach." In three scripts. He held the words
up.

The pilgrim transformed. Shock. Recognition. A joy so fierce it threatened to cracked his
face. "Masiach! Yeshu'a Masiach!" He pressed his forehead to the floor, then lifted it, signing the

cross—clumsy but deliberate. "Ovudim. Banim. Yerushalayim."
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He looked up, eyes glistening. "Yeshu'a Masiach."

Reza paused. The sign burned in memory—his grandmother once made it, just before the
quake. He repeated it now, slow, not as belief but as bridge.

The pilgrim smiled. The cell disappeared. Only the two of them remained, linked by
something older than speech.

Together, they built a pidgin. Names as grammar. Reverence as syntax. The old man
pointed to himself: "Ovudim." To Reza: "Banim." Then skyward: "Banim Yerushalayim."
Children of Jerusalem.

Reza at last let the moment reach him. This wasn't espionage. It was return.

He asked: "You came from the stars. Why?"

The pilgrim gathered light from the air, drew it to his chest. "Yerushalayim—ab ovo. Ab
initio." The Latin startled. The accent did not.

From the beginning.

Reza sat. At last. Fatigue hollowed him. He wondered what his mother would say. What
his grandmother might pray. Who could believe this?

The old man folded into himself, still. Indigo faded. Silence stretched. Only the marker's
click punctuated their breath.

The muezzin's call rose from across the square. The lights changed. The guards
abandoned any pretense of care.

Reza wiped the board, packed his notes and turned to leave.

The old man raised a hand, voice soft: "Peace be upon you."

For the first time, Reza believed it.
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The next morning, the guards delivered hard bread and thin tea. They retreated to their
station with the practiced boredom of men numbed to mystery. Reza waited for the latch to click
and slid the basket to the pilgrim after it did. With the care of an ascetic, the pilgrim sorted
through the crusts, selecting a coin-sized piece. He broke it and placed half before Reza.

They ate in silence. The chalk marks from the night before had been wiped clean. Dust
still drifted in the air, curling in the light. At 08:07, Reza pulled a sheaf of papers from his
coat—marginal notes, mimeographed creeds, a blank ledger. He stacked them in tight order and
uncapped his pen, the snap louder than anticipated.

They studied each other—not adversaries, but conspirators. The room had shrunk in the
night, or the world had grown, pressing them into shared orbit.

The old man spoke first, voice steadier, veins glowing indigo. "Banim," he said, pointing
to Reza and back himself. "Ovudim." He swept a hand outward. "Kahal."

Reza nodded. Congregation. He repeated the word, let it settle into their shared tongue.
He slid a blank page across. The pilgrim, hand trembling, drew: a cross, a river, a circle. He
pointed: "Masiach." "Yarden." "Olam." He repeated them, drawing out each word. Reza recorded
each one.

It resembled a catechism—unmoored, otherworldly. Each image carried layers of
meaning. Each repetition stitched two worlds together.

By the third day after their breakthrough, the whiteboard brimmed with signs and arrows.
Baptism appeared as waves and a spiral. Salvation as a ladder through a cloud. Sacred ground as

a square ringed with starlight.
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They rehearsed together. The pilgrim corrected Reza with patient gestures. Even the
guards learned to distinguish blessings from curses.

At dusk, the old man revealed a sheaf of translucent polymer. Scripture, perhaps. Its
script shimmered with living light. He traced a line and read aloud. Reza recognized the cadence:
a genealogy. Names familiar—Shem, Ham, Japheth—interwoven with others: Ishtavan,
Yacub-el, Miriyam of the Kesharim. The text leapt forward, ending with a phrase: "Bavel-—gadol
perud." Babel: the Great Sundering.

Reza tried to follow. The pilgrim mimed building a tower, then its shattering. Words
exploded in all directions. Exile followed—mnot just across lands, but into stars.

Reza froze, pen suspended. The implications strained the frame of his understanding. Had
Babel fractured more than language? Had it scattered souls? Were these pilgrims remnants of lost
tribes?

He shut his notebook. If it was performance, it was flawless.

On the fourth night, the old man laid his head down, spent. A soft song rose in the
stillness—the same plainchant from the salt flats, gentler now, notes of mourning weaving
through the melody.

Reza waited and asked, "In your world, do you know our city?" He pointed to "Tehran."

The pilgrim shook his head and circled "Yerushalayim" three times with his finger.

"Why only Jerusalem?"

The pilgrim opened his eyes. The indigo darkened. He pointed to Reza, tapped the page
and laid his hand over his heart. "Here," he said in flawless Farsi. "All begins here. All ends."

He raised his palm. Beneath the skin, blue and purple veins formed a map—Iineage,

memory, longing made visible.
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Over the next days, Reza questioned the others. The women recited names of unknown
saints. The child prodigy built and destroyed models in apocalyptic pantomime. Through it all,
the refrain held: "Yerushalayim. Yaru-salaam. J'ovaah."

The guards grew uneasy. They debated whether the creatures were mad or heretical.
Madness could be ignored. Heresy required action.

By the seventh day, Reza's whiteboard held a working lexicon, marked with his own
symbols. He saw a faith carried across stars, warped but intact. Their Jesus was not legend, but
history. Their Gospels held letters to planets with unspeakable names. And always, a prophecy of
return—not to judge, but to unite.

Reza stopped defending orthodoxy. He embraced a deeper hospitality. At night, he
dreamed of skies thick with ships, each carrying a people who thought they were alone.

One afternoon, while reviewing vocabulary, the pilgrim touched Reza's sleeve. Cool
hand, steady grip. He searched for words.

"Your world," he said with caution, "most important. Most fought over."

He tapped the center of Reza's map. "Here. Always here."

The hand withdrew. The smile that followed was small and sad—the smile of someone
who knew that revelation carried its own kind of loss.

Reza sat back, the words echoing inside him. Most fought over. He recalled his teachers'
insistence: this nation chosen to suffer for the world. But maybe the curse wasn't the suffering.
Maybe it was believing the suffering was theirs alone.

At day's end, as the pilgrim returned to his cell, Reza lingered. He traced the words he
had written. No theory would satisty his superiors. But belief stirred. Not in doctrine. Not in

triumph.
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In kinship born of exile.

The next confrontation came not from the cell, but from the corridor.

At 10:11, as Reza reviewed the morning's transcript, the door to the observation room
burst open under the full momentum of Colonel Mazraei. His stride radiated aggression—boots
landing heel-first, arms swinging wide to claim every atom of air. The stench of cologne and
cordite followed him, souring the recycled atmosphere.

Without a word, Mazraei grabbed the desk's edge and flipped its contents to the floor.
Pages fanned out like wounded birds.

"Enough with your poetry, ibn Mahmud," he snapped. "They're Zionist agents, not
prophets. The longer you pretend otherwise, the more men we lose."

He leaned in, close enough for spit to fleck Reza's glasses. "I've seen the intercepts. |
know the names. Yerushalayim. Masiach. Tell me—does your devotion to heresy know no
bounds?"

Reza didn't flinch. "With respect, Colonel, the utterances follow a coherent religious
narrative. They're not codes. I've mapped the lexicon—"

Mazraei slammed the desk again. "I've read your charts. All they prove is the enemy
learns faster than we interrogate. Give me a day with their leader, and I'll wring out a confession
to crucifying Christ himself."

The jab landed flat. Reza had grown up among men who mistook cruelty for wit.
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Before he could answer, another figure entered—silent, gliding on soft-soled slippers.
Ayatollah Khorasani appeared in the doorway, his silhouette backlit by corridor glare. The
silence that followed wasn't reverence. It was dread.

Blinking, eyes moved from Reza to Mazraei to the glass wall overlooking the cells.

"Report," he said—one word, sharp as a scalpel.

Mazraei stood straight. "The scholar wants to let the creatures dictate terms. He's tracing
their bedtime stories, not their weaknesses."

Khorasani said nothing. He turned his gaze on Reza—a stare that didn't require speech.

Reza cleared his throat. "The doctrine is internally consistent, Eminence. They recount a
version of Babel—"

"Blasphemy is always consistent," Khorasani cut in. "That's how it seduces the weak."

Footsteps stilled at the windowpane. The glass revealed his reflection. The faithful below
turned crusts into a cross, a prayer formed from crumbs.

"These... things. They claim kinship with Christ?"

"Not directly," Reza said. "They describe a shared exodus. Each world seeded, each
carrying a shard of the original promise."

Mazraei scoffed. "So now there are a thousand Jesuses? A billion?"

Reza offered a tired smile. "Their Messiah is singular. The longing is universal."

Khorasani let silence fall again, holding Reza in his gaze. Then: "You believe them."

Not a question. Reza didn't answer.

Khorasani's expression hardened, sculpted by something older than offense. "If you're

right, the Ummabh is reduced to a footnote in their heresy. Our scripture, our law, even our
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blood—irrelevant. All that matters is that city," he pointed toward the board, "and those who
claim descent from a slaughtered Jew."
Turning to Mazraei he said, "Prepare the advanced techniques. I want a confession or an

obliteration. One week."

Mazraei grinned. "With pleasure, Eminence."

Reza stepped forward in protest, voice steady but urgent.

"With respect, Eminence, we stand on a delicate precipice. If we act out of fear and resort
to violence now, we risk painting ourselves as oppressors—inviting not only condemnation but
also unintentional consequences that could tarnish our legacy. These creatures could serve you
great political leverage, Eminence, but only if we treat them carefully.

Consider this: if their story is false or irrelevant, they will fade from memory like
whispers lost in the wind, and any threat they pose will dissolve. You will have nothing to
concern you in that case. But, if their doctrine holds even a fraction of truth, our aggression will
intertwine our fate with theirs, marking us as enemies of the very will of Allah.

The choice is your Eminence, but the stakes are high. We must navigate this wisely, for if
their tale is indeed divine, we risk becoming the architects of our own downfall, standing in
opposition to Allah Himself."

Mazraei rolled his eyes. Khorasani's gaze froze him in place.

"You will extract the confession," the Ayatollah said, "or join them as an example." He
turned and left, robes whispering ozone and finality.

The door shut. Mazraei leaned in, voice low. "Three days, Owl. After that, they're mine."

Exit came without pause for an answer, Reza left amid scattered pages.
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Shaking hands gathered the pages, forehead pressed to the desk. The posture held until
neck pain matched the ache in his chest. At last, he stood, straightened his coat, and stepped to
the glass.

Below, the pilgrims knelt in prayer. All eleven faced the same direction, hands cupped,
lips moving in silent rhythm. Their eyes stayed shut. Their faces bore no fear.

Their presence tugged at him—an unseen thread tightening around his ribs. The ache of
exile. The gravity of homecoming.

He returned to the cell, pressed the intercom, and whispered the only word that mattered.

"Peace."

The leader lifted his head, smiled, and whispered it back.

The hours after curfew revealed the building's true shape—a husk echoing with its own
emptiness. Fluorescent-lit corridors stretched and warped with the logic of dreams, silent and
deserted. In the observation suite, Reza ibn Mahmud hunched over the morning's transcript,
copying each word into a ledger that once belonged to his mother. Ink bled on the page, a faint
index of exhaustion.

The audio played at quarter speed, the pilgrims' voices looping through the speakers.
Slowed down, the alien cadence softened, revealing a fragile familiarity—repeating rhythms,

water-worn syllables, a psalter of longing.
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In the third hour, he paused the playback and stood. The window rattled in its frame. A
wind swept in from the mountains, gritty with dust, tinged with snow. He pressed his forehead to
the glass, inhaled the mineral air, and let the word surface: home.

It had been years since he spoke it aloud.

On a hunch, he pulled an old Quran from the desk drawer—its spine split, pages soft and
worn. His grandmother had hidden it through wars and an apostasy trial, her only crime loving
the wrong stories too well. He turned to her favorite surah and found, as he half-expected, a
pencil-scrawled note in the margin:

There are more children of Adam than the world will hold. Some are exiled to dust,
others to stars.

He traced the line, closed the book, and laid it atop the transcript.

Memory returned with the force of a wound: his grandmother, pointing to the map on his
ceiling, tracing a path from Babel to Jerusalem, then out to a cluster of glowing stars. "Do you
see, habibi? The wound in the world is here, but it bleeds light in every direction."

The story had been forgotten. Now it pulsed beneath everything.

On the wall, the security monitor flickered. The pilgrims slept in a tangle, arms wrapped
around each other, breath rising and falling in perfect sync. They looked less like prisoners, more
like kin awaiting a long journey's next leg. He envied them—their certainty, their freedom from
the walls that bound him.

At 03:12, Reza laid out three sheets of graph paper. He began with the holding block's
floor plan—entries, exits, blind spots, camera angles. Next, the staff rotations, pieced together

from cafeteria gossip and midnight observations. At last, the service tunnel—sealed since the last
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quake, rumored to open onto the old French embassy grounds. He marked each detail with an
archivist's care and the dread of a man scripting his own martyrdom.

With clarity he saw it now. They could not stay. And he could not let Mazraei touch
them—mnot after what he'd seen such hands do.

By 04:00, the plan had taken shape. Falsify transfer papers. Exploit the lapse in the guard
shift. Move them through the tunnel to a rented apartment. From there, smuggle them in stages to
the coast—then, if Allah be merciful, to their city.

The cost: his post, his name, his life if fortune showed mercy.

He lit the graph sheets and fed the ashes into the bin. As they began to burn, he opened
the Quran one last time, reread the marginalia, and committed it to memory.

On the monitor, the youngest pilgrim shifted, sat upright, and met the camera's gaze.

For a moment, Reza believed the child could see him, as if the glass ran both ways.

He closed his eyes, folded his hands, and whispered the only prayer he trusted—the one
his grandmother taught him before she fell silent:

Let there be room in the world for all its exiles.

Pulling on his coat, he rose, stepped into the corridor, the blueprint of rebellion stitched
beneath his ribs.

Outside, the wind howled. Inside, the pilgrims dreamed of Jerusalem.



Davis / Unveiled / 42

Chapter 4: Exodus Through Fire

The exfiltration began at 02:44, the hour hated by both the devout and the damned.

The facility, a minor maze built last century with concrete that remembered every tremor,
aged years with each passing minute. In the holding corridor, sodium lights flickered in their
habitual Morse code, the only sound the shallow breaths of men too weary to imagine treason.

In the blind spot between the security station and the old archives, Reza slid the forged
transfer sheet across the desk to a conscripted guard. The boy, no more than a child, stamped the
papers with the red sigil, "PENDING RELOCATION: URGENT," before returning to his video
feed of distant, unattainable girls.

Rhythm held the key. Reza had studied the watch and duty changes for weeks, noting
every slackening of protocol, every moment when boredom trumped ideology.

At 02:48, he stood before the cell block, the ring of keys heavy in his hand. Inside, the
eleven pilgrims waited, standing upright, hands folded, eyes bright in the blue half-light of the

caged bulbs. They hadn't slept since the first rumor of movement filtered through the air vents.
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Zephyr, the eldest, acknowledged him with a single, deliberate blink—an old signal from a
long-dead military code.

He unlocked the door. The pilgrims filed out, silent as origami. In the corridor,
Lumina-12, the child prodigy, hesitated and pointed at the camera dome overhead, her
indigo-flecked eyes raised in innocent inquiry.

Reza's heart ticked once, twice. He checked his watch.

At 02:49, as planned, the security system played its twenty-minute tape on loop. On
every monitor, the corridor appeared empty, the cell door sealed. The junior guard glanced up at
his screen, noted the stillness, and yawned.

The pilgrims pressed close behind Reza, forming a double file. This discipline, more than
any technical advantage, endangered the operation. No human could teach such unity in so short
a time, and any real observer would have realized it immediately. But fortune, or whatever
agency governed this madness, allowed the anomaly to pass unnoticed.

They moved. The halls reeked of cleaning solvent and failure. The ceiling, low and
choked with conduit, made the walls seem to ooze a cold that burrowed under the skin. At a
cross-junction, Reza heard the shuffle of a cleaning crew and motioned the pilgrims into an
alcove. They fused into a single silhouette of shadow. The janitors passed, oblivious, debating
powdered milk versus real, their voices thick with the entitlement of the unconcerned.

The first checkpoint required only a badge and the right tempo. The guard on duty, older,
bulkier, eyelids drooping, waved them through, his eyes locked on the smuggled radio at his hip.
Reza wondered if the man noticed the eleven figures in mismatched surplus clothing or if he saw

them as just another transfer of the undifferentiated damned.
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Down two flights of creaking stairs, they passed a storage room heavy with the musty
scent of mothballs. Inside lay a trove of confiscated items from the aliens—shiny metal devices
flickering with dormant energy, medical instruments designed for healing, delicate religious
relics that whispered tales of their distant world. Some items had vanished, stolen by unseen
hands. Abel, the aliens second in command, and Reza moved with swiftness through the clutter,
collecting what they could carry, stuffing their arms with remnants of lost hope before slipping
into the dim corridor, urgency propelling them toward the fire escape.

The hinges howled as they passed, but Reza had anticipated the noise. He timed their
descent with the boiler's roar, masking all with its periodic exultation. At the base of the
stairwell, a steel door led into the service tunnel. The lock, an antique by the regime's standards,
yielded to a twist of Reza's hand. He had practiced on its cousin for weeks, burning through half
a dozen picks before finding the sweet spot in the cylinder's decay.

Inside the tunnel, the air was rancid, every inhalation steeped in the chemistry of mildew.
Overhead, fluorescent tubes flickered in epileptic frenzy. The concrete underfoot was slick with
condensation and decades of slurry; old rat droppings traced out the paths of the tunnel's
previous tenants.

The pilgrims moved with surprising certainty, though one or two lost their balance, their
legs uncertain in the lower gravity. Their hands caught rough brick to steady themselves. Zephyr,
bearing the mantle of a saint's gravitas, staggered once and offered a fleeting flash of
embarrassment.

Reza counted their breaths, pacing his own panic against the steady beat of his heart. This
was the moment of no return—the point at which months of choices crystallized into an iron

cage.
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Midway through the first kilometer, thuds reverberated above: doors slamming, muffled
argument, something heavy dropped and righted. He prayed these were routine, that no one had
yet come across eleven souls missing from the roll. But he could make no more allowance for
prayer. Only the next step, and the next, with the schedule burned behind his eyelids.

At the far end of the tunnel, a series of maintenance alcoves opened to the left, each a
haven of obsolete equipment and burnt-out bulbs. Behind an abandoned generator, Reza halted
the group. He checked his watch: 03:09.

He pulled out the burner phone and dialed the preset. On the third ring, a voice answered
in old Azeri: "Now?"

"Now," Reza replied. He hung up and tossed the phone into the generator's belly, where it
would burn out as soon as the battery died.

He led the group onward, past a stretch where the ceiling had caved, forcing them to
crawl. The pilgrims obeyed without complaint, though Abel's jacket snagged, leaving a stripe of
alien fiber trailing like spider silk behind them. Reza cut it away and stuffed it into his pocket.

The exit was a rusted steel grate, bolted at three points but half-detached from repeated
vandalism. Reza wedged his shoulder against the top bolt and grunted once. The metal sheared
with a muted pop. He motioned the pilgrims forward.

On the other side stood the utility yard, ringed by chain-link and razored wire, abandoned
since the latest round of austerity. Above, the sky stretched deep and black, the stars so sharp
they looked like bullet holes in the dome of night. To the east, the first hints of dawn bled into

the horizon.
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He pointed the way. The pilgrims moved in a brisk, practiced glide, hunched low to avoid
the cameras perched at the yard's corners. They crossed the open ground in twenty seconds, then
piled into the shadow of the north wall.

Time poised at 03:16, an unmarked van rolled up to the service gate, its engine idling.
The driver, face masked by a cheap keffiyeh, nodded and jerked his head toward the sliding door.
Inside, the space had been gutted, save for bench seats. The eleven pilgrims squeezed in, knees to
knees, arms interlaced. Reza took the front passenger seat, heart pounding with such ferocity he
feared the driver would ask if he was wounded.

The door slammed. The van rolled away, out the crumbling side gate, into the black
artery of the ring road. Behind them, the alarms began—the wailing perimeter sensors followed
by the desperate shriek of human discovery. The sound carried even through the double-paned
glass, a cadenza of loss and rage.

Reza checked the dashboard clock: 03:18. Less than four minutes behind schedule. He

allowed himself a shallow breath of relief.

The road turned into a river, its banks ever shifting, its destination uncertain.

Joined by two more similar vans, the convoy followed the ancient arteries radiating from
the city. The once-imperial roads, long ago carved with grand designs, now bore jagged seams of
municipal pragmatism. Time had gnawed at their edges, leaving a fractured mosaic of neglect.
The roads twisted under the burden of haphazard repairs, their original purpose eroded by

indifference. The lead van—the pilgrims' ark—pushed ahead, headlights cutting through the soft
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haze rising from the battered asphalt. In the back, cargo shifted and creaked: eleven bodies, all
posture and intent, packed shoulder to shoulder, bracing against the physics of the ride.

The world outside raced by. The moon hung low, an anemic wafer, while the stars
gripped the sky with an impossible density, unthinkable to anyone from the urban core. Each van
left a comet's tail of dust, visible even in the night—a signature for anyone close enough to
follow.

In the passenger seat, Reza ran the comm protocol in his head: one ping every six
minutes, each encoded with an ancient football score in case of interception. The radio, stripped
and rebuilt to evade the regime's triangulation arrays, was a relic. Its dials held together with
rubber bands, the speaker muted to a level that vibrated rather than spoke.

He flicked the radio on, and static stung his jawbone. He caught a fragment:
"—northbound on Route Seven, three—repeat, three—possible asset vehicles, one unmarked,
two civilian." The line fizzed to nothing, drowned by the ionized whine of a military jammer. He
toggled to the backup, a handheld set with a battery life measured in prayers, and listened.

"Ten minutes," he said to the driver, his eyes fixed on the mirrors. "Maybe less."

Farshad, his hands steady on the wheel, focused on the road. Built like a myth—broad,
gnarled, his beard threaded with iron—he chewed on his lower lip as if testing for signs of
impending disaster. "We'll take the riverbed at the next cut," he said, his words slow but certain.
"If they're running drones, we're dead anyway."

Reza nodded and glanced into the back. The pilgrims stared out the windows, some
curious, others alert, their muscles remembering vigilance from lifetimes past. Zephyr, the eldest,

caught Reza's eye and cocked his head, a gesture that mixed query with accusation.
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"Your world is..." Zephyr said, searching for the right Farsi, "...more raw than we
thought. Beautiful, but like a wound."

A ripple of unease swept through the van. The younger pilgrims gripped the seatbacks,
knuckles white, as Farshad took the next curve at a speed that defied the advisory signs. Abel
pressed his palm to the window, mesmerized by the stars and dust outside.

In the darkness, time had a different flavor. Every kilometer was a negotiation with luck.
Reza kept one eye on the GPS, another on the horizon, and a third, metaphysical eye on the
pursuit that would, of course, be inevitable. In the distance, a faint strobe flickered—red, blue,
white. Not traffic signals, not out here.

At 03:33, the radio crackled again, this time with urgency. "Intercept at Old Qom
interchange. Units ready." Reza calculated: six minutes to the junction, three if the pursuit was
reckless. They were reckless.

He braced himself, turned to the back. "We're going oft-road," he said. "Do as Farshad
says. Do not speak unless spoken to."

Zephyr relayed the instructions in a clipped whisper, and the group hunkered down, limbs
tight, heads bowed. The effect was military but not martial—more like a prayer for safe passage,
performed with the certainty that if they died, someone would pick up the refrain.

At the river cut, Farshad executed the turn with the finesse of a rally driver. The van
bounced, bottomed out, and threw gravel into the air. The rear axle fishtailed, found purchase,
and surged forward into the dry gully. The second and third vans followed, their drivers—old

friends of Farshad, old debts—keeping perfect formation.
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In the back, the pilgrims grasped the ceiling straps and one another. Reza risked a glance
at their faces, seeing a mix of terror and exultation. The youngest wept in silence. Zephyr smiled,
lips drawn back in a rictus of joy or fear—unclear which.

Above, a searchlight raked the ground, its beam wobbling as the chopper banked. Farshad
killed the headlights, driving by the moonlight. The terrain grew savage, the riverbed narrowing
into a trough lined with splintered rock. The van groaned, every weld tested, the engine
screaming in protest.

"Hold," said Farshad. He veered left at the next fork, where the river split into three, and
the convoy split with it. Each van took a separate path, the dust swallowing their trail and
rendering them ghosts for a moment.

In the lead van, Reza felt the moment of weightlessness as they crested a mound, then the
jarring impact as they slammed back to earth. The air filled with the scent of hot metal and the
ozone tang of overworked circuitry. Behind, the tail lights of the other vans flickered out,
swallowed by bends in the gully.

They were alone now. The only sound was the engine, and the battered song of the road.

Zephyr broke the silence. "In the old world, people walked everywhere. Journeys took
weeks. Time measured in sunrises, not seconds."

Reza said nothing, but the observation clung to him like static.

A new sound rose: the distant whoop of a siren, modulated by the chopper above.
Farshad scanned the ridge, searching for the glint of a drone. "We have five, maybe ten, before
they vector in."

Reza turned to the back. "We'll exit at the old power station, then on foot for two

kilometers. The less we talk, the better."
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Lumina-12, the prodigy, raised a hand. "The walls," she said, her accent twisting the
vowels, "they listen, yes?"

"Yes," Reza said, leaving it at that.

The van rocketed through the narrowing gulch, headlights now a liability. Farshad steered
by the dark, hands alive to every tremor in the steering column. The dashboard clock ticked off
the seconds: 03:49, 03:51.

At the mouth of the ravine, the first checkpoint came into view: a battered guard hut, two
idle cars, a barricade. Farshad didn't slow, didn't tap the brake. The pilgrims clinging onto one
another with Zephyr in the center, arms flung wide to shield the others.

But the checkpoint stood empty. The guards, perhaps tipped off or simply indifferent, had
gone. The van crashed through the wooden barrier, splinters spraying, and powered up the
incline beyond.

On the ridge, the chopper hovered, its searchlight tracing lazy arcs. Farshad killed the
engine and coasted the last thirty meters, tucking the van behind an outcrop. They sat in the
darkness, breath frozen, the only motion the tick of cooling metal and the shiver of the youngest
pilgrim.

Reza waited until the searchlight swept past and when it had, whispered: "Out. Now."

They spilled from the van, legs unsteady, bodies orienting to the silence of open air. The
ground was cold, pocked with gravel, the sky above a riot of indifference.

Farshad clapped Reza on the shoulder. "I'll double back, draw them off."

"It's enough," Reza said. He wanted to thank the man, but the word wouldn't come.
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The driver nodded, climbed back into the van, revved the engine—a last defiant
act—then gunned it down the opposite slope. The lights blazed on, a beacon for every tracker in
the province.

Reza gathered the pilgrims, counted heads, and led them away from the road, into the
moon-blanched wilds. The wind bit at their faces, but no one complained.

In the distance, the chase continued—sirens, searchlights, the angry pulse of authority.
But in their pocket of darkness, Reza and his impossible congregation moved in silence. Their

passage marked only by the crunch of rock and the faint, unkillable sound of hope.

By the time the sun breached the mountain's teeth, the fugitives had traded the certainty
of the open road for the treachery of the high passes.

The climb began at the boundary between desert and escarpment, where the world's skin
puckered into wrinkled ridges, each more indifferent than the last. Reza led the way, scanning for
the least resistance. A notion rendered laughable by the topography, where even the oldest goat
tracks doubled back in mockery of progress. The air thinned with every meter, slicing the lungs
with a cold so pure it felt like a rebuke.

The pilgrims made no complaints, at least not in any language familiar to Earth. Their
bodies, adapted to the heavier atmospheres and extended years of other worlds, handled the first
hour with commendable vigor. But the mountain's geometry—its pitch and angles—revealed

their true toll, each incline a relentless reminder of fatigue and the battle against nature.
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Zephyr lost his footing on a scree slope and slid ten meters before Abel caught him by the
elbow. He let a sharp curse in his native tongue slip as well. Another pilgrim, breath coming in
wet gasps, bent double and pressed both palms to the ground, as if demanding the planet yield up
its secrets.

Reza called a halt beneath an overhang, where the morning light sliced through the dust
in regimented columns. He handed out the water ration—three sips each, no more. As the
pilgrims drank, their eyes fixed not on the liquid but on how the sun ignited each droplet. He
wondered if they had ever seen a star rise like this, unfiltered, so near to the bone.

Abel crouched beside Reza, still flushed from the climb. "On our world," he said in the
halting Farsi-English they had built together in captivity, "the ground is soft. The sky is thick. We
walk long, but never high."

Reza smiled, lips cracked and raw. "Here, the ground resents us."

Abel nodded, as if accepting this as universal truth. "But still, you stay?"

"There is nowhere else," Reza replied. "Not for men like me."

They moved on, the route zigzagging between shadow and heat, the day brightening to a
pale cruelty. Above, an occasional drone split the sky, its whine fading fast. Reza kept count, his
mind sharp with the calculus of evasion. He had read once that a single line of footprints could
persist for years in these hills. Now, every step felt etched not just in soil but in soul.

By midmorning, they reached a saddle overlooking the plain. The city lay below, a
patchwork of industry and haze, its towers rising in the distance like gravestones. Zephyr paused
at the crest, his lungs heaving, and surveyed the view with a tragicomic expression.

"You know," he said to Reza, "we thought your world would be... gentler."

Reza barked a dry laugh. "That rumor died with Cyrus."
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Zephyr's eyes narrowed. "Cyrus," he repeated, savoring the name. "The king who ended
exile. Our archivists called him the first of the Just. Yet he, too, failed to unite your peoples."

Reza stared into the valley, the horizon smeared with the promise of another burning day.
"No one unites here. Only divides."

Abel, perched on a boulder, piped up. "On our world, there is no war. We keep the
teachings—the words of J'ovaah, unchanged. If there's a quarrel, we break bread and pray until it
goes away."

Reza said nothing, and the silence hung thick.

Zephyr, sensing the impasse, pressed on. "Your world was the cradle. From here, the
Gospel seeded our eleven worlds. Each remembers differently, but all with the same longing: to
return, to touch the place where God became matter."

"Touch it, and what comes after?" Reza muttered, more to himself than to the others.

"Thy kingdom come," Zephyr said. "That what is broken can be made whole."

Reza looked at his own hands—cracked, dust-stained, shaking from adrenaline and
fatigue. "We never healed," he said. "Not here. Maybe not anywhere."

The group resumed the march, single file along a ledge that crumbled at its edges. The
path forced intimacy; each pilgrim's panting, the shuftle of their feet, the small, involuntary
prayers that slipped from their mouths when the wind gusted hard, rang in Reza's ears.

An hour later, a shadow crossed the trail—a hawk or maybe a drone, too high to tell.

The group dropped in unison, pressing against the unyielding stone. A collective stillness
gripped them. For a moment, no one breathed.

"Still too high for a clear shot," Zephyr said, half-joking.

Reza grunted. "You were a soldier?"
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Zephyr's face creased in memory. "For a while. Then a priest. Then something
in-between."

"It's always something in-between," said Reza.

They reached a notch in the ridge, where a trickle of meltwater pooled in a granite basin.
Reza called for a stop. The pilgrims drank, cupping their trembling hands. Abel splashed his face
and exhaled in wonder. "It tastes like sky," he said.

"Here, even water is exile," Reza said. He meant it as a jest, but no one laughed.

Zephyr seated himself on a ledge and gestured for Reza to sit. When he did, Zephyr
leaned in close. "In the histories," he said, "they taught us that Earth was a beacon. That the wars
here were for love, not for power. That followers sought only to finish what Christ began: to
heal, to reconcile, to unify."

Reza shook his head. "We kill each other for smaller reasons than that."

Zephyr placed a hand on Reza's wrist, the gesture awkward but not unwelcome. "Why do
you stay?"

Reza looked away, toward the line where the mountain met the sky. "My people are
here," he said. "Even when I want nothing to do with them."

Zephyr nodded, as if accepting this answer. "On our world," he said, "the hardest thing
isn't forgiveness. It's remembering what was lost and not letting it turn to hate."

Reza thought of the holding cell, the old man's indigo veins pulsing with patient sorrow.
He thought of the Ayatollah, whose vision of mercy was indistinguishable from extinction. He
thought of the men who would kill to keep a story pure, and those who would die just to see the

next sunrise.
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Abel, emboldened by the rest, asked, "Why do your worlds not unite? Why do you not
follow Christ's way, as we did?"

Reza's gaze shifted from him to Zephyr and on down to the untamed expanse stretching
beneath them. "Maybe because we know this wound you speak of too well," he said. "And we
keep trying to make it bleed."

A hush settled over the group. For a moment, the wind softened, and the mountain held
them in shared silence.

From the valley below, came the sound of engines—a swarm, distant but converging.

Reza stood, urgency returning. "We move."

Dusk stretched the mountain's shadow until it blanketed everything. The village, a
handful of houses, crouched in a fold of earth that had survived the last three centuries only by
pretending not to exist.

Bahram's house, the oldest in the cluster, sat so close to the ground its roof had to
apologize for rising above it. The door opened before Reza knocked, and Bahram himself stood
framed in the doorway. His beard, like snow, and eyes as sharp as the knives he still honed for
the valley, met Reza's gaze.

"You are late," said Bahram, his voice brittle as the evening air. "But that's preferable to
being dead. Come inside."

The pilgrims filed past the threshold. Zephyr entered first, bowing low. Abel followed,

curiosity suppressed as he resisted the urge to stare upward. The ceiling loomed overhead,
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stitched with old newspapers and animal hides. Inside, the room was warm and humid, the stove
throwing out heat that melted the ache from their bones.

Bahram eyed them, counting to eleven with a pursed-lip nod. "They're thinner than I was
told," he said to Reza in the dialect of the north. "You feed them, or just run them like mules?"

Reza smiled, the joke a fragment of remembered comfort. "I feed them hope," he said.
"It's what the regime can't digest."

Bahram grunted and gestured to the table. "Sit. My wife will bring tea and bread. Nothing
else until you've washed the dust from your throats."

The pilgrims clustered at the low table, knees and shins tangled, faces raw with
exhaustion. Bahram's wife appeared from the gloom, placing a battered samovar and a platter of
unleavened bread at the tables center. Her eyes flickered with a mix of curiosity and calculated
indifference before she disappeared without notice.

Abel broke protocol first, reaching for the tea and pouring with both hands—clumsy but
reverent. He sipped and smiled, the pleasure so pure it almost felt indecent. The others followed
suit, hands trembling from fatigue or the novelty of the moment.

Reza heard sounds from the outer room. Village rumors grew slowly. Slippers shuffled
across the floor. Children asked questions in rhythmic bursts, while women whispered with
nervous fervor. They tried to understand the strangers' arrival while hospitality and fear clashed
in their minds. Eleven newcomers, strange and foreign. The old rules had no place here.

The pilgrims ate, tearing the bread into fragments, dipping them into shallow bowls of
goat cheese and black olives. Their speech was low, almost musical, each phrase a thread in the

web of their belonging.
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After the meal, Bahram relit his pipe and leaned back against the wall. "So, tell me what
brings the sons of Babel to my table," he said, fixing his gaze on Zephyr.

Zephyr bowed his head, then spoke in careful, deliberate Farsi. "We are pilgrims. We
seek the city. The one at the root of all longing."

Bahram laughed, a dry, hollow sound. "You and everyone else. Jerusalem has been the
world's excuse since the second flood." He puffed on his pipe, eyes never leaving Zephyr's. "But
you came a long way. I hear you speak in tongues. I hear you have dreams that don't belong to
this dirt."

Abel, emboldened by the warmth and food, set down his cup and addressed the room.
"Our world is different," he said. "There are no walls, no borders. The houses are open, the
animals unafraid. Wolves share meat with lambs if there's enough."

Bahram's wife, eavesdropping from the hallway, allowed herself a small smile. "And who
keeps the peace?" she asked.

Abel blinked, unsure. "We have no word for peacekeeper," he said, glancing at Zephyr
for confirmation.

Zephyr nodded. "We were taught that war was a sickness—a memory, not a destiny. Our
ancestors remembered the cure and built God's kingdom where peace could thrive."

Bahram chuckled, tapping ash into a battered dish. "Aren't you afraid we'll infect
you—with our kingless countries and warring ways?"

Zephyr's smile sharpened. "Only if your sickness proves more contagious than our hope."

The words hung in the room, heavy as smoke. Bahram's face softened, skepticism

eroding beneath the crush of simple conviction. He turned to Reza. "You believe this?"
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Reza shrugged. "Belief is a dangerous luxury," he said. "But [ know they mean what they
say.

Outside, the village settled into its nocturnal rhythms. A rooster protested the dark. A
generator wheezed to life. The distant bark of a dog remembered a time when wolves came down
from the mountains in search of easier prey.

Bahram's grandson, a boy of perhaps nine, tiptoed into the kitchen, eyes wide as billiard
balls. He stared at the pilgrims and asked his grandfather. "Are they really from the stars?" he
whispered, not daring to look away.

Bahram ruffled the boy's hair. "They're from wherever they need to be," he said.
"Tonight, they're from here."

Abel knelt, bringing his face level with the boy's. "On my world," he said, "boys your age
fly kites higher than the sun. If you want, I'll show you how to make one."

The boy nodded and ran back to the hallway, the possibility of tomorrow kindling in his
smile.

The evening grew late, the conversation looping through old histories and new hopes.
Reza found himself lulled by the rhythm, almost forgetting the war pressing in from all sides.
Bahram's wife brought a second round of tea, this time with a plate of dried fruit. The pilgrims
accepted with the humility of those who know each meal could be their last.

At eleven, the spell broke.

A commotion at the village's edge—voices raised, boots on gravel, the sound of engines
idling just beyond the perimeter. Bahram's wife entered the room, face pale, voice clipped. "Cars

at the checkpoint. Men with rifles. Not from here."
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Bahram stubbed out his pipe, the gesture final. "Time to earn your keep," he said to Reza.
"And time for the tunnel."

Reza stood and motioned to the pilgrims. "Follow Bahram. No questions."

Bahram led them through the kitchen, out the back door, and into the lattice of alleys
threading the village. The houses closed in around them, their mud walls exhaling the stored heat
of the day. The pilgrims moved in single file, their discipline a thread that wouldn't snap.

At the far edge of the village, Bahram stopped at a pile of firewood stacked against the
rock face. He lifted the logs, revealing a trapdoor of rotted planks. "Go," he said, voice low.

Zephyr was the first down, followed by the others, Reza last. The tunnel was narrow, the
ceiling scraping their shoulders, but dry and sloped gently away from the village. Bahram
explained it was a relic of old persecutions: a way for those with the wrong blood or prayers to
slip the noose.

The group shuffled forward, hands on the wall for balance, the air growing colder with
each meter. After twenty minutes, the tunnel spat them out into a dry ravine, lit only by the stars
and the glimmer of the receding village behind.

Bahram pointed north. "Follow the creek bed," he said. "It'll take you past the roadblocks.
From there, Bandar Deylam is two days on foot."

Zephyr bowed. "You have saved us."

Bahram shook his head. "No one is saved," he said. "But maybe you'll last longer than the
last ones."

He turned to Reza. "You stay with them, or turn back?"

Reza hesitated, looking at the pilgrims, huddled together, the children already asleep on

each other's shoulders. He looked at Bahram, who had risked everything for a stranger's cause.
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He looked at the sky, where Orion's belt cut a line toward the west, toward the city promised and
denied for a thousand years.

"I go with them," he said, and knew as he spoke that there would be no return.

Bahram smiled, "Fi amanillah, May you be in God's care brother" clapped him on the
back, and disappeared into the darkness.

Reza gathered the group, checked the horizon for movement. He led them down the
ravine, each footstep an acceptance of a destiny he had once believed belonged only to martyrs
and madmen.

Above them, the sky waited. And somewhere in the city, a wound still bled, luminous and

unhealed.

The last passage began as all passages did: in darkness, with only a thread of direction
and faith in the memory of those who had survived before.

By the time the fugitives reached the mouth of the ravine, the air had turned to steel, each
breath vaporizing before it could be owned. The creek bed ran dry except for occasional patches
of frost, and the stones underfoot resembled the vertebrae of an extinct animal. Reza shepherded
the group forward, boots slipping on the hoarfrost, eyes flicking from the slow resurrection of the
sun to the deeper, more urgent shadow that chased them westward.

For the pilgrims, the cold was less a torment than a mystery. Abel, who had once wept at

the sting of his first earthly cut, now moved with reverence. He paused every so often to listen
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for the sound of a world remaking itself. Zephyr brought up the rear, deliberate, his breath a
visible testament to a life that had survived fourteen decades of borrowed gravity.

By midmorning, the checkpoint appeared—a scar of chain-link, topped with razor wire
and flanked by black pylons that glimmered in the thin light. Beyond it, the land sloped toward
the river and, in the far haze, the city—both a goal and a question.

They approached the checkpoint along the prescribed trail, a rut worn down by centuries
of exodus and interdiction. Reza knew these stops had always been a death sentence for the
wrong kind of traveler. But he also knew its weaknesses: the guards rotated every four hours, the
scanners lagged when overloaded, and the ground under the secondary fence was softer than it
seemed.

He had prepared the pilgrims as best he could. The forged documents—outdated
passports, family records, and a letter from a dead cleric in Tabriz—were concealed in Abel's
pack. The cover story: a group of displaced Armenians on pilgrimage to a ruin in the contested
zone. The accent was wrong. The faces were wrong. But the patrol cared more about bribes and
metrics than ethnic distinctions.

Still, the alienness was hard to mask. After days in the wild, the pilgrims moved with a
precision, a deference to one another no human group could fake. Their eyes, when caught by the
light, refracted it in a way that made the soldiers squint and look away. Reza knew time was
running out.

The checkpoint was manned by four conscript guards, their uniforms immaculate, their
rifles slung with a mixture of boredom and tension. The lead guard—a boy with the mustache of
a man twice his age—waved them forward, lips twitching in the cold.

"Papers," he said, his voice clipped, as though he'd never traveled beyond the province.
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Reza handed over the packet, careful not to meet the guard's eyes. The boy thumbed
through the documents, his mouth moving as he struggled with unfamiliar names. He glanced at
Abel, Zephyr, and the smallest of the group—a girl whose age was hard to guess, her skin
translucent, her nervous fingers fluttering.

"You're going to the ruin?" the guard asked, skepticism hard to mask.

"To pray," Reza answered. "To ask forgiveness for the dead."

The guard grunted and signaled to the second-in-command. He flipped through the
packet, raising an eyebrow at the marriage certificate. "You're all family?"

"Cousins," Reza said. "More or less."

The guard nodded, then leaned in close. "You know what happened at the city last
week?"

Reza shook his head, feigning ignorance.

"Explosion. They say terrorists from the other side. Some of them had papers like these."
He stared at Reza, waiting for the confession.

"We're not terrorists," Zephyr said, his accent perfect, the tone plaintive. "We're only
pilgrims."

The guard's expression flickered—uncertainty, a desire to believe—but he shrugged and
waved them forward.

At the final gate, everything unraveled.

Abel shielded his eyes from the morning glare. "Something wrong with your eyes?" The
third, oldest guard asked, voice sharp.

Abel froze. Reza stepped in. "He's sensitive to light. He was sick as a child."
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The guard wasn't convinced. He stepped closer, peering into Abel's face. "Show me your
eyes," he said.

Abel hesitated, then lifted his gaze. The sunlight hit his irises, refracting blue and gold,
the colors fracturing in a way no human eye could replicate.

The guard recoiled, cursing. He grabbed Abel's arm, hard, and shouted for backup.

Time stretched. The other guards raised their rifles. Zephyr moved to interpose himself
between Abel and the threat. Panic rippled through the ranks of his impossible family.

He didn't think. He acted.

Reza lunged at the oldest guard, knocking him aside, and shouted for the others to run.
Zephyr grabbed Abel, pulling him free, and the group bolted for the opening in the fence,
scattering.

The air filled with the crack of rifle fire, the scream of a warning siren, the shouted
commands of men realizing they were not in control.

Reza ducked low, zig-zagging toward the drainage ditch he'd mapped the night before.
He reached it, dove in, felt the mud and ice bite into his chest. From there, he watched the
pilgrims dart across the exposed field, their movements coordinated and beautiful—a
choreography of necessity.

He counted nine, ten, eleven, moving through the secondary fence as if they'd rehearsed it
a thousand times.

The guards gave chase, but the pilgrims were faster, more desperate, less afraid of bullets

than of failing the pilgrimage.
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A hand clamped onto Reza's shoulder, yanking him from the ditch. He twisted, trying to
break free. The grip was iron. The fourth guard—a sergeant, older, built like a wrestler—hauled
him upright and smashed the butt of his rifle into Reza's ribs.

He fell, breathless, vision tunneling to a pinprick of blue sky.

The guard knelt beside him, weapon leveled. "What are they?" he hissed. "What are
you?"

Reza wanted to laugh, but the pain made it impossible. "They're just pilgrims," he rasped.
"Like everyone else."

The guard stared at him, searching for the lie. He found only the echo of his own fear.

In the distance, the pilgrims reached the trees, their figures flickering in and out of view.
Reza focused on them, willing them to keep moving, to trust in the map, to reach the safety they
sought. His breath slowed as they disappeared, and with it, the responsibility of a long
journey—of struggle, sacrifice, and hope—seemed to lift.

The guard cocked the rifle, thumbed off the safety. Reza didn't flinch. His eyes closed,
and in the stillness of the moment, the tension in his chest gave way to a strange peace. If this
was the end, so be it. The pilgrims were safe. He had fulfilled his role.

The gunshot rang out and Reza never flinched. He had already made peace with what was
to come. But, the shot missed.

A force collided with the guard, knocking him off to the side. Reza's eyes snapped open
as Bahram, like a whirlwind, sent the soldier reeling. The guard lost his balance and staggered,
rifle slipping from his grip. The shot had veered wide, carving the air where Reza had been just a

moment before.
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"Go! Now!" Bahram shouted, his voice a sharp command, one that carried with it the
urgency of someone who had already sacrificed too much.

Reza scrambled to his feet, his heart hammering, disbelief crashing over him in waves.
As he sprinted away, he dared a glance back. He caught a final glimpse of Bahram—of the old
man who had risked everything—collapsing as the guards' bullets found their mark.

The air filled with the sharp crack of gunfire, but it had lost its sting. Reza didn't hesitate.
He ran. The memory of exile and the hope that, somewhere, a wound was healing pushed him

forward. The pilgrims were ahead. They were free.
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Chapter 5: Ebb Tide

The first steps after Bahram's fall were lurches—bodies denied collapse by the tyranny of
inertia. The ground, numb and gnarled with hoarfrost, betrayed every misstep. Zephyr, the
ancient architect of consensus, spoke first: "He's behind us. We must move forward."

Abel cradled the youngest pilgrim, who had stumbled during the last volley, scraping her
knee to the bone. He pressed a stolen cloth to the wound and recoiled at the sight of so much
blood—stories from his world had always spoken of bloodshed, but none had described it with
such intensity. "Can you run?" he asked in the clipped Farsi they all shared.

She nodded, jaw set. "I can."

The first hour was chaos, the group's discipline undone by the shock of gunfire and the
instinctive knowledge—more felt than reasoned—that any pattern would be fatal. Reza kept to
the rear, counting heads and scanning the horizon for the stutter of headlights or the brighter
threat of IR flashes from IRGC ground teams. Each breath was a razor, the bandage at his ribs

already sodden where the guard's rifle butt had glanced him hard.
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They did not speak for a long time, not even in whispers. Instead, they moved by hand
and eye: a gesture, a glance, a tap on the shoulder for caution or for "now, run." Zephyr led with
a confidence Reza envied, navigating the salt flats by a skyful of unfamiliar stars. Unknown and
nameless, those stars still managed to guide them forward.

The moon, a blade, carved sharp shadows, offering false safety. Each time the group
crested a rise, Reza expected soldiers or the yellow glint of a UAZ in ambush. Instead, only the
endless plateau stretched before them, flat and empty as if it had forgotten how to hide.

After three hours, the ground changed—the crunch of frost gave way to the sticky,
resinous creosote and sand. A dry, bitter scent clung in the air, tainted by the ghosts of a thousand
failed oases. Here, Reza called a halt. The pilgrims collapsed where they stood, draining the last
of their water in desperate gulps. Lumina-12, knees patched with Abel's shirt, cupped the plastic
bottle. "Why do we not hear the drones?"

Zephyr shrugged. "Perhaps the pursuit is less fervent than we feared. Or perhaps they
wait for us to grow easy."

"They are never not fervent," said Reza. He gestured for the bottle, took a small sip,
rolling the water around his mouth as if it might find new purchase.

Abel spoke, "You're bleeding again."

Reza glanced down. The bandage had slipped, a thin line of blood ran south from his rib,
disappearing into the waistband of his trousers. He replaced the wrap and pressed hard, ignoring
the flash of light behind his eyes. "We'll change it later. For now, we move."

The wind kicked up around midnight, a scouring draft lifting surface sand in parabolic

arcs. The group pulled their garments close, shielding their faces with scraps. Even so, by the
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time the wind abated, their skin was abraded raw, their mouths filled with the tang of iron and
mineral.

At the next ridge, Reza heard it before he saw: a low, thrumming whine—a hybrid
vehicle, fitted with a sound baffle, moving in search pattern. He dropped to one knee behind a
jag of basalt and signaled the group to flatten, bodies pressed to the freezing ground.

The patrol was closer than he'd guessed, its lights doused, the noise betraying it. The
vehicle crawled along the ridge, not more than thirty meters away. In the dash display's glare,
Reza could make out two men's silhouettes. Their unfamiliar uniforms, heads turning at
intervals, eyes scanning for movement.

He held his breath. The others did the same. Time stretched, endless yet granular. The
youngest, still weeping from her raw knees, whimpered once—Ilost in the wind, but not, Reza
feared, to the vehicle's sensors.

The patrol passed, never slowing, vanishing into the next plateau bowl.

When it was gone, the group exhaled as one, the sound almost comical in its relief.

"We should stay down," said Zephyr.

"No," Reza replied. "We move. If they double back, we must be gone."

They pressed on, guided not by stars, but by the instinctive memory of exile. The path
was harder now—over low ridges, down into a wadi littered with the skeletons of ancient
grasses, across a debris field where every rock threatened to trap an unwary foot.

Above, drones patrolled, their sleek forms gliding like predatory birds. Every whirring
grew louder, tension coiled tighter in their chests. Against the pressure of countless dangers, they

slipped southward undetected.
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Twice, members fell, hauled upright, hands clamped over mouths to stifle cries. They
moved with urgent caution, hearts pounding in rhythm with the drones' shadows. Fear loomed, a
specter haunting every step. With luck as a companion, they slipped through cracks in their
pursuers vigilance like whispers on the wind.

Reza thought of Bahram, who had spent years mapping escape routes for those with no
direction. What would Bahram say now: to eleven wounded aliens, tracing their way through a
desert toward a city that owed them nothing and would likely kill them on sight?

"Are we close?" Abel asked after the next descent.

"Closer," Reza replied. It wasn't a joke, but it landed like one, and Zephyr managed a
hollow laugh.

By the fourth hour, the temperature plunged below zero. The world contracted, all
sensation retreating to the core. Zephyr pulled the group tight at the bottom of a hollow, forming
a huddle, bodies spooned for warmth. Even Reza, who distrusted groupings, pressed in, seeking
stolen heat.

It was here, in the small, enforced intimacy, that Abel asked the question none had dared
voice: "Is he dead?"

They all knew who he meant, but it was Reza who answered. "He's gone. There was no
other way."

Lumina-12, her cheek pressed to Zephyr's coat hem, said, "He was kind to us. "Reza
looked at his hands, the fingers blue at the tips. "He was kind to everyone. That's why he never
lasted long in any regime."

Silence wrapped the group, still with contemplation. The desert around them held its

breath, the wind still in a rare moment of shared understanding.
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Avoiding well-traveled roads stretched their journey's length beyond expectations. As
night fell, they sought refuge where they could—some under the open sky, others in roadside
warehouses. Kind-hearted locals sometimes offered rest and meals. Each mile drew them closer
to Bandar Deylam, where a ship awaited. With every sunrise, they pressed onward, hearts heavy
with uncertainty yet buoyed by undeniable destiny.

Word had spread.

News of the fugitives reached every checkpoint, a viral rumor passed through radios and
night dispatchers calculating trouble. But in cities and waypoints, the police never came.

Abel overheard a market vendor mutter about "twelve escaped from the north, dangerous,
foreigners." Whether by inertia, collusion, or exhaustion with enforcement, the authorities stayed
back.

The pilgrims tracked intersections, the slow drift of patrol cars, but none pursued. No
engines roared, no brakes screeched. Checkpoints stood dark, scanners idle. It was as if the city,
sensing the futility of violence, had for one fleeting night allowed them to glide through
unmolested.

But the absence didn't reassure them. It kept them awake with its strangeness—waiting
for the trap to spring. They moved with exaggerated caution, avoiding pools of streetlight and
windows' open stares. Twice, they ducked into alleys at the sound of approaching boots, only to
find police uninterested, their focus elsewhere. Zephyr called it providence; Abel, camouflage.
Reza suspected the truth: the world had already written them off.

In the last hours before dawn, crossing into Deylam's outskirts, the group risked a brief
rest in the shadow of a crumbling parking structure. They listened for sirens, for the panic of a

city called to arms. But Deylam exhaled quietly, unmoved.
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Before dawn, Reza woke to a transformed world. The air was clean, every sound sharp,
the horizon filigreed with rose and gold. He woke the group with a soft whistle, gestured ahead.
"We can make the port by first light," he said. "But we must move."

They followed, no protests. The will to survive now welded to a desperate longing to end
the ordeal. Up the last slope, over frost's shatter, and then—There it was.

Bandar Deylam—or the suggestion of it: warehouse roofs, topped with broken antennae,
fishing boats drawn up on the shingle, their hulls bristling with subsistence hardware. Beyond,
the greater sea, its surface ruffled and silvered by the coming wind.

The group stopped at the final dune's ridge. Their breath caught—not from exertion, but
the dizzying proximity of their destination.

Reza dropped to his knees—not from piety, but because his legs would hold him no
more. He pawed at the sand until he found bright white stone, stacked three pieces atop one
another, forming a crude cairn.

He brushed the grit from the topmost rock and whispered, "Your sacrifice brought us
here."

Zephyr knelt beside him, one hand on Reza's shoulder. "He would have liked that," he
said.

Reza shrugged off the hand, not in anger, but because its weight was too close to
forgiveness, and he couldn't afford that now.

The others clustered around, some kneeling, some standing, eyes fixed on the cairn. Abel
bowed his head, making a sign in the air—a ritual unknown to this world, yet transcending
words.

For a long moment, only the breeze's hush and the sea's low pulse.
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Then Reza stood, dusted the sand from his knees, and gestured to the others. "We go. The
farther we are from the old life, the better."

They descended, the salt tang of the water now sharp in their nostrils. The path here was
easier—hard-packed, the detritus of centuries compacted into a single track.

The closer they got to the port, the more recent the signs of industry: tire ruts, cigarette
butts, freeze-dried bones of a stray cat. In the first warehouse yard, a man hosed down a
refrigerated truck, his face hidden under a peaked cap. He looked up as they passed but said
nothing. His attention shifted to the line of ships and back to his work.

The group skirted the settlement's perimeter, moving in small increments. At the wharf's
edge, fishermen rigged their nets, voices thin in the morning air. Reza counted three patrols, but
each seemed more concerned with smuggling than refugees, even ones as odd as this.

They reached the dock's end just as the sun cleared the horizon. The water, cold and
dense, shimmered with reflected light. Zephyr turned to the group and said, "We've done the
impossible. Now we must do the rest."

Lumina-12, her knees bandaged and face streaked with salt, asked, "What is the rest?"

Abel answered, "We find the ship. We cross the water. We reach the city."

"The city," Zephyr echoed. "Always the city."

Exhausted beyond words, Reza sat on the quay's edge, looking back at the desert. He
tried to remember the names of places passed, the names of those who'd brought them here. Most
eluded him, but Bahram's name he repeated, without words, until it felt like the only true word
left in the world.

At the quay's base, a man in a blue windbreaker waited by a battered steel dhow. He

raised a hand in signal once he caught sight of the group.



Davis / Unveiled / 73

"That's our passage," said Reza.

Zephyr nodded. "Do you trust him?"

Reza smiled, thin and without hope. "Trust is for those with time."

The group moved as one, each face turned to the water. Behind them, the sun climbed,
and the port stirred with the machinery of another day. Ahead, the sea's surface
shimmered—both promise and threat.

And somewhere beneath the cairn of white stones, Bahram's memory waited for the

world to catch up.

Boarding was wordless, almost ceremonial. The man in the windbreaker—skin tanned to
parchment, face etched by years of salt and suspicion—ushered them into the hull's shadow with
a single, practiced gesture. He took their money in silence, folding the currency into an
oil-stained envelope, and signaled them up the swaying ladder before anyone could change their
mind.

The ship was older than the regime, maybe older than the country. Its hull wore a history
of repairs, welds, plates, and entire families of rivets mapping the fortunes of four or five former
owners. The paint had surrendered to corrosion generations ago, leaving the structure gripped in
a slow-motion embrace of oxidizing blue and red. The deck pitched at dock, as if rehearsing its
argument with the sea.

Zephyr was first up the ladder, his hands gripping the rails with the memory of heavier

gravity. He reached the deck, steadied himself, and looked east, where the first filament of
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daylight stretched over the horizon. He inhaled—shallow, cautious, the way one breathes before
a medical procedure—and scanned the ship's length for threats, or perhaps just for its
unvarnished reality.

Behind him, Abel guided Lumina-12 up the ladder, his face taut with concern for every
jolt and wobble. The child moved like a prisoner on day release, each step calculated, as if the
deck might disintegrate beneath her. The rest of the pilgrims followed, some whispering the
names of constellations, others calibrating their internal clocks to the world's subtle tilt.

Reza boarded last, ignoring the ache in his ribs and the dull pulse of fatigue threatening to
topple him. He paused at the deck's edge, caught by the sudden expanse of sky, and cataloged
every detail: the shriek of gulls, the acid tang of fish offal, the creak and groan of old iron at war
with itself. On this battered vessel, the world distilled itself to a single, relentless purpose:
movement.

The captain, if that was the term, waited at the wheelhouse, eyes hooded under a knitted
cap. He surveyed his passengers with the detached curiosity of a man who had seen too many
things that didn't belong, finding only opportunities for profit or loss. He spoke once, his voice
granular from years of shouting against the wind: "Sit below until we clear the docks. Then do as
you wish. Do not speak to the crew. Do not touch the cargo."

Zephyr nodded, solemn, almost courtly. "Thank you," he said, his words measured, the
careful politeness of a species that considered language both weapon and sacrament.

The captain grunted, as if the sound might repel whatever oddity had attached itself to his
deck, then disappeared into the wheelhouse.

They found space in the forward hold, a compartment repurposed from freezing fish to

smuggling contraband and the occasional human. The air inside was cold, but not intolerable.
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Reza suspected the refrigeration unit was half-functional, or perhaps the captain rationed power
as one drowning in debt.

The pilgrims clustered in a corner, their bodies radiating an intimacy forged by necessity
and the long night of flight. Abel unrolled a mat and seated Lumina-12 cross-legged, her face
pale but composed. Zephyr stood watch at the hold's tiny porthole, scanning the port and the
slowly widening sweep of open water.

Reza found a place near the ladder, back against a bulkhead still sticky with the memory
of fish oil, and began the routine of bandaging his ribs. Peel away the crusted gauze, check for
infection, wrap tight with the cleanest strip available. As he worked, he felt the pilgrims' eyes on
him—mneither hostile nor prying, but marked by the curiosity that attends the study of sacred
relics.

He finished the binding, exhaled, and found Zephyr waiting, standing at respectful
remove.

"May I sit?" the old man asked, gesturing to the battered crate beside Reza.

"Of course."

Zephyr eased himself down, his movements deliberate, as if rehearsed for an audience.
For a moment, he said nothing, only allowing the hush of the engine and the distant rumble of
surf to fill the space.

Reza waited, knowing Zephyr wasn't a man to waste words.

Zephyr broke the silence. "Our worlds were not always as they are now," he said. "Once,
we too were divided, broken by war and history. Faith was a weapon then, not a refuge."

Reza nodded. "It is often the way."
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Zephyr smiled, fleeting but genuine. "You remind me of our archivists. Always collecting
the last words of a dying idea."

Reza looked away, unsure whether to accept the compliment or deny it. He settled for
silence.

Zephyr continued, "We have a dilemma. In our haste, we left our vessel behind. It won't
matter now, but in time, they'll search it. They'll find the library, the relics."

Reza had wondered when this would surface. "Do you fear they will use it?"

Zephyr shrugged. "They will try. But without the seed, the vessel is inert."

"The seed?"

Zephyr waved to Abel, who reached into his coat and produced a small, iridescent
device—no larger than a cigarette lighter. It pulsed with a gentle light, a color that didn't belong
to this planet. "The interface. Without it, the ship is just a shell."

Reza accepted the object, rolling it between his thumb and forefinger. Warm, slick,
almost alive. He met Zephyr's gaze. "They didn't know this was important."

A beat passed, the words settling into the seams of the ship.

Abel leaned closer. "We can summon the vessel if needed. It will come."

Reza raised an eyebrow. "Across the water? Across all the eyes waiting for us?"

Zephyr's smile widened, edged with pride. "You haven't seen our technology, not in its
fullness. The ship can fold. It will arrive before we do, if we wish."

Reza considered this, then handed back the device. "Better you keep it. I have a history of

losing important things."
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Abel pocketed the seed and looked to the ladder, where the first light of sunrise leaked in
through a crack in the hatch. "We should show the others," he said. "Let them know we have not
lost everything."

They reached the deck, bracing against the ship's lurch as it nosed into open sea. The
wind cut sharp, cold, but clean. The briny air stung in Reza's nostrils. For the first time since
Tehran, he drew a breath that didn't weigh him down, a flicker of hope rising with it. Below
them, the hull vibrated with the exertion of its passage, each pulse a reminder of the distance
growing between them and the world they'd left behind.

The pilgrims gathered aft, some standing, some sitting in the lee of a cargo container.
Abel held up the seed and addressed them in their tongue, the words resonant, full of promise.
Zephyr translated for Reza: "He says the way is not lost. The vessel is only a prayer away."

Reza scanned the horizon. No ships followed, no drones traced the sky. In the east, the
sun climbed, painting the water with colors of possibility.

For a long time, no one spoke. They gazed at the horizon, each lost in the calculus of
hope and memory.

When the sun spilled on the water, Zephyr turned to Reza and asked, "Have you ever
crossed the sea?"

Reza smiled, the memory distant but still bright. "Once, as a child. My mother took me to
Chabahar to see the ships come in."

"And did you like it?"

"I liked the idea of it. The reality made me sick for days."

Zephyr nodded, understanding more than the words.
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They stood together, silent, as the ship drove forward, its wake a long, white scar behind
them.

The voyage took them from the Persian Gulf, through the winding Strait of Hormuz, and
into the sweeping expanse of the Arabian Sea before curving around Yemen into the Gulf of
Agaba—a journey stretching over 2,000 nautical miles, nearly 3,700 kilometers. In perfect
conditions, it might last five to ten days, depending on the ship's speed and the whims of the sea.
But traveling aboard a private or cargo vessel added layers of complexity and cost, transforming
the trip into a perilous undertaking. Each day carried fresh risk, trailing them southward as the
unknown loomed beyond the horizon.

In the wheelhouse, the captain monitored the navigation with the detachment of a man
who trusted the world only as far as his next meal. He glanced at his passengers, then returned to
his work, lips pursed in concentration.

At his feet, a battered radio hissed with intermittent static. At occasional intervals, a voice
broke through—chatter from a patrol boat, a weather alert, the coded banter of smugglers
running the same corridor. The captain filtered the noise for danger but heard only the usual.

He allowed himself a brief reflection on his cargo. They weren't the first aliens—he had
ferried a thousand types of humans—but never ones who stared so hard at the horizon or spoke
so little. He had learned long ago to ignore his passengers' peculiarities, but these... these made
him uneasy. It was the way they watched, cataloging every plank, every rivet, every change in
the pitch of the engine.

He shook off the thought and turned his attention to the next waypoint. The sea was calm,

but calm always meant omen.
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By midday, the cold had lessened, and the sun made a brief, apologetic appearance,
limning the rusted rails with a halo of light. The ship's wake glittered for a moment before fading
into the churn.

Abel and Lumina-12 played a game at the bow, their laughter thin and hesitant at first,
then growing in confidence as the water worked its alchemy on their nerves. Zephyr stood at
midship, arms folded, face turned into the wind. Shera, the physician, had found a spot in the lee,
tending to her wounds, some visible, some not.

Reza looked on, detached, suspecting none of it was real, that at any moment, the spell
would break, and the desert would return, absolute and implacable.

He was startled from this reverie by Zephyr's appearance at his side.

"I want to show you something," the old man said.

They went below decks to the small compartment where their meager belongings were
stowed. Zephyr reached into his satchel and withdrew a device—familiar in outline, but not of
this world. It looked like a child's toy, most of it screen with indentations that were control
surfaces, pulsing with the same living light as the seed.

"This is the guide," Zephyr said. "It shows us our vessel. Where it is. What's happening to
it."

Zephyr tapped the surface, the soft tack pulling Reza's gaze. A holograph unfurled—a
model of the city, the port, the roads radiating outward. At the focal point, a schematic of their
ship, sitting inert in a warehouse near the perimeter of the industrial zone.

"Is it guarded?" Reza asked.

Zephyr nodded. "Three men at the entrance. Two more patrol the perimeter. They aren't

looking for anything, only following orders."
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Reza examined the display. "They don't know what they have."

Zephyr's smile was thin, edged with irony. "No one ever does."

He manipulated the controls, zooming in to show the inside of the warehouse. The ship
sat on its skids, inert, but there was a shimmer in the air around it—a field, perhaps, or just the
artifact of the display.

"If we wish it," Zephyr said, "we can have it come to us. Or we can wait."

Reza considered. "Wait. Let them think they've won."

Zephyr nodded. "Very well."

They stowed the device and sat for a while in the hold, listening to the engine's thrum and
the hull's slow, persistent heartbeat.

Reza broke the silence. "What will you do if you make it to Jerusalem?"

Zephyr looked at his hands, fingers trembling. "We'll pray. We'll remember. We'll look for
what was promised."

"And if there's nothing?"

Zephyr's eyes were ancient, forever sad. "Then we'll begin again. That's the way of
exiles."

They sat together, unmoored from everything but the present, letting the sound of the ship
carry them forward.

On deck, the others kept a weather eye the water, the horizon, and the sky, each searching

for something only they could name.
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The galley was an afterthought—a rectangular cavity in the ship's midsection, more cave
than chamber, its walls lined with the detritus of a hundred hasty repairs.

The table, bolted to the deck, was dented and gummy with the residue of ancient meals.
A frayed, tattered Quran sat at its center. Three mismatched chairs surrounded it, none designed
for comfort or dignity.

Even so, Reza had made a home here, arranging his battered notebook, a stub of pencil,
and two chipped mugs beside a jar of instant coffee, its provenance untraceable.

He waited for Zephyr and Abel to enter. When they did, he was struck again by the way
they crowded the air. Their presence wasn't alien, but excessive—too graceful, too poised. Their
silence swelled to fill any gaps in conversation. They sat opposite him, Zephyr lowering himself
with the stiffness of old wounds, Abel folding his long frame with the wary precision of a man
conditioned to expect violence from all furniture.

For a time, no one spoke. The only noise was the distant shudder of the engine and the
low, constant whisper of water pressing against the hull. Reza poured coffee into the mugs,
handed one to each guest, and steepled his fingers, the posture less an affectation than a
barricade.

Abel broke the silence first. "This is bitter," he said, his tone neutral.

"Coffee is meant to be bitter," Reza replied, offering a half-smile. "Otherwise it's not
coffee."

Zephyr sniffed the cup, wrinkled his nose, and set it aside. "We drink infusions at home,
but not of this... intensity."

Abel took a sip, considered the bitterness, then set the mug down. "We are grateful."
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Reza nodded, and for a while they drank in companionable silence. The old rules still
applied: before serious talk, there must be an offering, a proof of shared existence.

Zephyr opened the path. "In our scriptures," he said, voice tinged with awe, "Jerusalem is
described as a place of unparalleled beauty. A city of peace, adorned with the glory of the
Divine. The mountains around it sing, and its streets are filled with the joy of worship. Is it truly
like that?"

Reza turned, a gravity settling over him.

"That is the vision," he replied, his tone steady but heavy with truth. "But the reality is
much harsher. Jerusalem's history is drenched in blood, marked by competing claims, poverty,
political strife, and modern chaos. The beauty you seek is often overshadowed by its scars—the
remnants of conflicts that have raged for centuries."

"Each stone tells a story not just of faith, but of loss and division. It's a city that bears the
yoke of its past, and the wounds run deep. Even now, three factions—Jews, Christians, and
Muslims—each claim divine territory within its walls, each having shed the other's blood for
centuries here on Earth. Muslims hate Jews, Jews hate Muslims, both hate Christians."

The smell of iron and old wood filled the ship's hold, the sway of the current pressing the
single porthole's glow across Abel's face. He sat on a barrel, hands clasped, elbows on knees,
eyes fixed on the darkening sea.

"We thought ourselves conquerors once," Abel began, voice low, "but we were only
addicts, needing the next crusade to prove the last was worth the blood. Generation after
generation, we forgot why we fought, only that stopping meant admitting the blood had been

wasted."
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The boards creaked under Zephyr's shifting weight. He leaned against the wall near the
door, arms crossed, studying Abel with the calm of a man who had heard the story before but
needed to hear it again.

Abel's gaze turned to Reza. "When there were no more cities to burn, no enemies left to
condemn, we found ourselves staring into silence. That's when the Maker called us back."

"How?" Reza's voice carried the hush of a man who wanted to believe such a turn was
possible.

Abel's hands opened as if holding something unseen. "We abandoned the interpretations
that twisted the words of God. We returned to the source, the bare scriptures spoken by prophets
who saw Earth's dust and fire from afar. They told us of your world, of the Maker walking
among you, redeeming what was lost."

He glanced at the porthole, where the sea's surface reflected the last light. "For the last
two thousand years, our prophets have been silent. Our leaders filled that silence with their own
visions, watering down faith until it was easy to swallow. We forgot the taste of truth."

Zephyr stepped forward, drawing a slow breath. "We weren't alone. Across eleven
worlds, we lived the same story. War, famine, division—until the Word returned, burning away
lies, calling us to build the Maker's Kingdom here and now, not with swords, but with faith alive
in every breath."

Abel's eyes found Reza's again. "We call it the Elevenfold Mercy. On our worlds, it was
the grace that reclaimed us, the doctrines of mercy that shaped a new creation from the ashes."

Reza's pencil scraped softly against his ledger: Elevenfold Mercy.



Davis / Unveiled / 84

Zephyr lowered himself onto a crate, facing Reza. "People stopped listening only to what
they were told was in the scriptures and instead read them for themselves. When they listened
and read, they easily discerned truth from lies, and false teaching passed away."

Abel nodded. "The Word made societies flourish. Cities turned into sanctuaries, fields
blossomed, knowledge poured like rain on drought-starved soil. As faith took root, people
learned to live in peace. The Gospel was no longer a private hope but the foundation of law,
culture, and craft."

"One world discovered how to fold space, and we found each other. Eleven worlds, each
carrying prophecies of Earth. Each holding the same promise: the Maker's Kingdom would
flourish before His return, preparing the worlds for the day He comes to dwell again in
Jerusalem."

He reached into a satchel and withdrew a small, well-worn paper. "This is what our

prophets spoke, ages ago."

kosk sk

In the days of ambition, when the hearts of men sought to build a tower to the
heavens, a whisper of the Divine echoed through the void:

1."When pride ascends, the threads of unity shall fray, and the people shall be cast
into the winds, scattered like seeds across the vastness."

2."Twelve stars shall emerge from the remnants, each a beacon of hope, each an
echo of the light that once united. They shall journey forth, being set apart,
destined to reclaim what was lost."

3."Among them shall be the guardians of knowledge, the keepers of wisdom, who
will traverse the firmament, seeking the heart of their creation."

4."And yet, within their brilliance lies a hidden shadow—a reminder that the
journey is not without trial, that the yoke of existence shall cling to them
as the starlight clings to the night."
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5."In the fullness of time, they shall return, drawn to the cradle of humanity,
where the earth still bears the scars of its own striving. There, they will
seek to mend the fabric of brokenness."

6."But the path they tread is fraught with echoes of their origins, a reflection of
both glory and fallibility, for the stars are not shielded from the depths of
sorrow."

7."Let it be known that in the grand design, all are woven into the tapestry of fate,
threads entwined in a dance of light and shadow, where none are above the
trials of existence."

8."Thus, the Twelve shall journey, not as messengers of hope, but as mirrors of
the journey themselves, for in their quest lies the promise of

redemption—a reminder that even in the stars, the guilt of the earth is not
forgotten."

skokok

Abel folded the page with quiet reverence. "We believed our scattering across the stars
was not punishment, but preservation. We were kept apart from Earth to grow in faith, to build
the Kingdom without the weight of the same corruption."

Zephyr's voice filled the silence. "Our world was different. It wasn't war but drought that
almost ended us. We learned to shape domes and canals, to force the desert to bloom. We told
ourselves this was the prophecy's proof: the New Jerusalem would be built by faithful hands, not
dropped from the sky."

He looked straight at Reza. "We turned the world into a single city. Every table became
an altar, every neighbor a brother. But even in paradise, we longed for something we could not
build."

Reza's eyes closed, he listened to the creak of the ship, the hush of the sea pressing

against the hull. He saw his city in flames, the endless pattern of rise and ruin. "On Earth in my
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tradition, we speak of the Last Day, Yawm al-Qiyamah, when God will remake what we have
destroyed. Some say we must wait. Others say we must act."

He opened his eyes, locking with Zephyr's. "I don't believe in waiting."

Zephyr's gaze did not waver. "Neither do we. But building paradise doesn't save us. It
prepares us."

The wind pressed against the hull, a whisper of the worlds waiting beyond the sea,
beyond the stars, each one holding its breath for the dawn.

Abel picked up his mug and traced its edge with his fingers. "Do you have your sacred
book, the one God gave you on Earth?" he asked Reza.

Reza pushed the Quran on the table toward Abel.

"Mehiel will be thrilled to study this," Abel said, excitement evident in his voice. "He's
already familiar with our eleven sacred texts, and adding this twelfth will keep him busy for
days."

Reza leaned in slightly. "This is the Quran," he explained with reverence. "It's not like the
Hebrew scriptures or the Christian Bibles you may want. It holds its own unique revelations and
teachings."

He paused, letting them digest his words.

For the alien theologian, the Quran represented an unfamiliar terrain. Completed
centuries after the Christian New Testament canon was solidified on Earth, it emerged long after
the sacred texts were established across the other eleven worlds. This distinction made it a

curious artifact, distant in time.
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"Its verses are like poetry," Reza quipped," filled with layers of meaning that invite
reflection and discussion. For Mehiel, each line will spark deep questions about his beliefs on
existence itself."

Abel's lips parted as the words settled over him. Zephyr's brow furrowed, his gaze distant
yet tinged with doubt. Kind skepticism etched in the lines of both pilgrims faces.

"But if you want a Christian Bible," Reza continued, "there was that Quran here on the
table, let's see if the captain has a Bible on board." Reza sifted through scattered boxes of books,
then rummaged beneath a tangle of frayed rags and yellowed papers. His fingers brushed against
a hard edge—an Elam Ministries Persian Bible, the preferred Bible of Iranian underground
churches, its gilt edges dulled but unmistakable.

The book's providential presence here, tucked like forbidden cargo, hinted at a smuggled
past. Without a word, he passed it to Abel.

The three sat for a long time, the coffee growing cold, the silence at last companionable.
Reza glanced at his notes and saw, for the first time, the pattern: every world a variant on the
same ache, every doctrine a bandage for a wound that would not close.

The moment broke; the ship lurched as a wave struck the hull, and the mugs rattled on the
table.

Zephyr reached across and clasped Reza's wrist, a gesture both alien and immediate.
"You are one of us," he said, voice trembling with strange, deliberate joy.

Reza allowed the hand to linger, then drew his own away—not out of rejection, but out of
the need to write it down before the sensation vanished.

He opened his notebook to a fresh page and wrote:

We are all variants of the same ache.
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He looked up. Both Zephyr and Abel were smiling—not with triumph, but with the
simple relief of having been understood.
In that small, one-porthole room, adrift on a sea that had no patience for theology, the

three of them became, for a brief, precious time, a congregation.
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Chapter 6: Sea of Exile

That night, Reza opened the ledger of questions. "You've told me how your worlds found
peace," he said, his voice warm with genuine curiosity. "Tell me about the texts that shaped you."
His hands stayed folded, his body leaning forward, eager to understand the words that had built
the worlds they carried in their stories.

Zephyr glanced at Mehiel, who answered with a subtle lift of the chin. The scholar's turn.
The circle quieted, their breath held for what would come.

Mehiel reached beneath his robe and drew out a parcel wrapped in faded blue cloth. He
unspooled it with the same reverence Reza remembered from old teachers unwrapping forbidden
pages, fingertips pausing over each fold, honoring every crease as if it contained memory itself.

Inside lay a codex, palm-sized, its cover flickering between leather and metal under the
lantern's glow. Thin nacreous bands framed its edges, corners braced by sigils both intimate and
foreign. Mehiel extended it. Reza hesitated, then accepted, absorbing the gravity of the moment

as it settled into his palms.
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The codex felt dense, its cool weight anchoring him. His fingers traced the latticework
before opening it. Dense script unfurled across the page, fractal lines branching and curling, the
letters hovering between familiar Aramaic forms and unyielding patterns that shifted as he tried
to pin them down. A soft green glow pulsed beneath the ink.

Mehiel's voice cracked before he steadied it. "This is our Bible. The harmonized tradition
of the Kesharim, passed through generations. It holds the Gospels—some you know, others
hidden from your histories. It is a closed canon, as yours is."

Reza's first instinct snapped—not my Bible—a reflex of faith he'd carried all his life. But
the protest softened as memory stirred: his grandmother's voice, low and firm, reciting Psalms
and the words of Jesus in the hush of early mornings, her faith alive despite everything. He let
the memory steady him before he turned the page.

He turned the pages, names appearing like half-remembered dreams—Yeshu'a, Miriam,
Josef, Da'viid, Yochanan—woven with titles unfamiliar yet weighty: "Sariel of the Waters,"
"Hadassah of the Lamedh," "Ishtavan the Blinded." Some passages mirrored Matthew and Luke,
while others wandered into letters addressed to entire worlds, records of family migrations,
prayers from the fringes of known space.

"You read this as scripture?" Reza asked, eyes lifting to Mehiel.

Mehiel's face softened. "Yes. And not only us. Eleven worlds share this inheritance, each
adding its voice, yet all pointing back here."

His hands moved in small, precise gestures. "For centuries, we approached the eleven
scriptures as our scholars approached other complex texts. We compared passages side by side,
tracked patterns, and noted where a clear verse clarified a more obscure one. We held councils to

debate meaning, documented disagreements, and revisited them when new insights came. We
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built concordances and commentaries, generation after generation. We believed the scriptures
held what we needed if we looked carefully enough. It took time, but across all our worlds, we
reached the same conclusions."

His voice lowered, inundated with memory. "On my world, the Gospel walked in
freedom. It followed river valleys and market roads, spoke in open gatherings. Debates came, but
there was no silencing, no inquisitions. No crosses, save the one."

Zephyr's voice entered, calm but edged with longing. "In three generations, war fell
silent. We learned to gather, to share what we had. Hunger disappeared. Illness faded. Death
remained, but it lost its terror." His gaze held Reza's, sorrow threaded through certainty. "We
have no word for 'martyr' now. Only 'witness."

Reza closed the codex, feeling its weight settle in his palm. "You built your worlds on the
Gospel alone?"

Mehiel's smile was quiet but unwavering. "Not alone. The Law and the Prophets stand
with it. But the words of Yeshu'a—IJ'ovaah to some, Jesus here—never became lifeless ritual.
They moved through us. They moved us."

Abel leaned in, voice calm but bright. "Our scientists treated the parables as axioms,
foundations for discovery. Learning the Maker's ways became an unveiling, not conquest."

He opened his hands, as if offering proof. "Even our ships were designed by those
principles. We learned to cross the stars, not to conquer, but to reunite."

Reza's eyes narrowed, curiosity sharpening to a lawyer's edge. "And those who refused
your beliefs? Who challenged your consensus?"

Mehiel's face tightened, pain moving across it before he spoke. "Schisms came. Wars

flared, once. But grace found us again. We call it the Elevenfold Mercy. Those who left were not



Davis / Unveiled / 92

hunted; the door remained open. Many returned; some chose the wilderness. The Shepherd loses
none, though the flock wanders."

Zephyr's voice softened. "Borders became memories. Nations faded. Only congregations
remained, linked by synods."

Abel's expression lightened with gentle humor. "We have no armies. Once, a neighboring
world sent us a weapon, and we returned bread and salt. The next year, they sent us their
children, and we taught them to sing. In two generations, the cycle ended."

Reza tilted his head, pressing, "What is this Elevenfold Mercy?"

Abel leaned forward, his eyes alight with the fire of a true believer. "It is the foundation
of our worlds, Reza. The proof of our journey. It is the pattern we found woven through all
eleven of our scriptures."

His posture became that of a teacher, his words measured. "We learned that all are
fractured from Eden, their will bound to the dust, unable to choose the path back to the Maker.
And we learned that the Maker's choice to show mercy is His alone, rooted in His own purpose,
not in any worthiness He foresaw in us."

Shera, who had been listening from the galley doorway, made a small, dismissive sound.
"It's easy to believe in perfect grace when you live in a perfect garden, Abel." She stepped into
the room, arms crossed.

"Read your history books Shera, our worlds weren't always as they are now." Abel's focus
shifts back to Reza, his voice gaining intensity. "We also learned that when the Lamb made His
sacrifice here, it was not merely an offer. It was a perfect and finished act that fully purchased the

souls it was meant to redeem across all worlds."



Davis / Unveiled / 93

"Our mercy was never tested," Shera cut in, her voice sharp as a scalpel. "We had no
crusades, no inquisitions. We built utopias on the assumption that we were better. Was that grace,
or was it just arrogance?"

"It was the fulfillment of the promise!" Abel insisted, turning to her. "When the Maker's
call comes to a soul, it is a summons that cannot be refused—it awakens the heart and draws it
home. And those He calls, He holds fast. They cannot be lost, not to the void, not to themselves.
That is how our worlds found peace."

"Or is it just a doctrine for the comfortable?" Shera countered. "It costs you nothing to
believe you're already saved when you've never faced a true test."

Zephyr, who had remained silent, now spoke, his voice a low rumble that cut through
their argument. "It cost us our humility." He looked from Abel to Shera, his gaze ancient and
heavy. "The Mercy is real. The pattern holds. But we forgot the other half of the doctrine—the
part that is not about our security, but our purpose."

He leaned forward, pinning Reza with his stare. "We were so focused on our safety in the
flock that we forgot we were also meant to be witnesses. We mistook the comfort of the lifeboat
for the purpose of the journey."

Reza felt the words land like stones in his own chest. He looked at the three of them—the
fiery idealist, the pragmatic skeptic, and the weary elder—and saw not a unified doctrine, but a
faith still at war with itself. He saw himself.

"So you came here," Reza said, "to see if the lifeboat could still float in a storm."

Zephyr's answer was quiet but certain. "We came to remember the sea.

Grief flickered through Reza, sharp and clean. "To the one world where it all failed."
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Zephyr's eyes met his, steady. "That is why we came. Every prophecy, every sacrament,
every hymn points here. The wound, and the beginning. Without this world, our peace is
incomplete. The Redeemer walked only here. We read of Bethlehem, Galilee, Jerusalem. But
remembrance was not enough. We had to return."

Mehiel cradled the codex as if it were alive. "Every other Gospel is an echo. The source
is here."

Reza found no argument, but the truth ached in his chest. He thought of
Jerusalem—al-Quds—its barricades, its restless prayers echoing through narrow streets. What
would these pilgrims find when myth met the machinery of the present?

Abel's voice was quiet. "We aren't here to fix your world. We aren't saviors. We came to
see, to touch, to kneel where He knelt."

Silence fell, deep and gentle, the lantern flame wavering above them. Mehiel placed the
codex between them, its pages glowing under the shifting light. Reza let the words wash over
him, the script weaving itself into the languages he had carried since childhood.

He pulled out his battered notebook, edges curled from years of use. He copied a phrase
from the codex, a verse from the Quran, a line from Rumi, letting them rest together on the page,
a quiet armistice.

Closing the notebook, he looked at the faces around him, lit by the trembling lantern
light.

"We have a saying," he said, his tone softened, "from a poet who loved too many stories:
'"The path to truth is a wound that deepens with each embrace."

Mehiel nodded, reverence in his quiet reply. "On our world, we finish it: 'And the wound

becomes light."
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A small, genuine smile touched Reza's lips. "You'd like our poets."

Zephyr's eyebrow lifted in return. "That's why we're here."

The lantern guttered, caught, and steadied. For a breath, Reza allowed himself to believe
in a world built not on coercion, but on the gravity of shared longing. He gathered the codex and
his notebook and stood as the others rose beside him.

Above, the ship pressed forward into the first rise of open sea. Below, the words

remained, waiting to be lived.

Mist condensed around the ship as darkness settled, the cold cutting through every seam

in the steel. Thunder rolled beyond the horizon while the engines below beat a patient rhythm.

In the forward compartment, Mehiel worked, bent over a table cluttered with open texts.
His fingers moved quickly, eyes scanning, building patterns from verses—weaving a tapestry
from the fragments of different worlds. He leaned back, a slow exhale cutting through the stale
cabin air. The chaos of fragments had fallen into place. He gestured for Reza to enter.

"You need to see this," Mehiel said, voice low yet charged.

He gestured to the Bible. "These writings, Reza, align perfectly with the eleven scriptures
of our worlds. Every covenant, every promise, every story of hope, fall, and redemption—they
match."

Reza frowned, stepping closer. "They match exactly?"
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Lightning flashed, casting sharp shadows across the compartment as the rain began to tap
against the porthole in soft, relentless rhythm.

"But there is one difference," Mehiel continued, eyes steady. "The eleven scriptures on
our worlds speak of these events as prophecy. Here, in this book, these same events are recorded
as history, grounded in this soil."

His tone, like the storm, grew more intent. "But it's not just the structure of these
scriptures, Reza. It's what they teach about the kingdom. It is a steady expansion, a quiet advance
through time and trial, establishing justice and mercy in the world before final completion.
J'ovaah's return."

He looked at Reza with measured certainty. "Your world's Bible confirms this pattern."

Reza's eyes narrowed. "That is not how the Quran describes the end. And it is not how
most Christians understand it today. What of the battle of Armageddon, the millennium, the
rapture of the church?"

At the mention of "the rapture," Mehiel paused, cocking his head to the side, like a
curious puppy hearing a strange sound for the first time. "The what?" he blurted, genuine
bewilderment flickering across his features.

"Nevermind," Reza said, shaking his head with a half-smile, "please continue."

Mehiel nodded, flipping to the Gospel of Matthew. ""This Gospel of the Kingdom will be
preached in the whole world... and then the end will come.' This shows a kingdom that
expands." His fingers traced to the Gospel of John. "'And I, when I am lifted up from the earth,
will draw all people to myself.' A continual drawing, generation after generation." He opened the
Book of Revelation. ""The kingdoms of this world have become the kingdom of our Lord and of

His Christ.' Not replaced, but transformed."
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Reza glanced away, uncertainty shadowing his features.

Rain streaked the porthole, mirroring the threads Mehiel traced across pages.

"Piece by piece, Reza," Mehiel said, "the kingdom advances here, across your world, and
across the stars. It is the same in every scripture, though often overlooked."

Reza swallowed, eyes moving back to Mehiel. "If this is true, why has it been hidden?
Why would this truth be suppressed?"

Mehiel's gaze sharpened, but his voice remained steady. "Because your world is the
battleground."

Thunder rolled a deep growl, the engines pressing on through the storm's resistance.

"This is the place where the enemy's rebellion began. It is where the decisive victory was
won. It is where the kingdom's expansion began in earnest, and where the enemy's resistance is
fiercest."

Mehiel's hands rested on the table, palms open. "The enemy cannot stop the kingdom's
advance, so he clouds it with confusion, division, and fear. If the truth of a growing, unstoppable
kingdom were seen clearly, he would lose his last ground."

Outside, lightning split the sky, illuminating the rain in sharp lines before darkness
returned.

"The kingdom's progress is like this ship, Reza. Steady, moving forward regardless of the
storm. The Cross was the decisive act, but the kingdom advances piece by piece, life by life,
until all is made new."

Mehiel's gaze sharpened. "Victory is assured, but its fullness awaits. What you perceive

as suffering is the last gasp of a dying foe."
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The sharp scent of ozone permeated the air. Mingled with the brine of the sea, which had
grown choppy and blanketed in whitecaps frothing and dancing across the surface, the smell
heralded the arrival of the rain that drenched ship. The vessel pressed on, churning without end
in the swell of both the storm and their unfolding destinies.

He paused, gaze flicking to the rain streaking the porthole, weighing the next words.
"Reza ibn Mahmud, I've studied your scriptures, line by line. A question has taken root in me."

Reza turned toward him, tension tightening his jaw.

Mehiel's voice dropped, each word deliberate. "I've read your texts, and ours, and those
from worlds beyond. One thought will not let me go."

He glanced down, fingers brushing the battered script, as if drawing resolve from the
touch. "I'm not convinced the Quran, taken in full, stands as the final, unchallenged word of the
Maker, as your people claim. A contradiction lives within it."

Reza's brow creased, his hand gripping his sleeve.

"Contradiction?" Reza's brow creased, a scholar's reflex to defend his text. "There are no
contradictions. Only layers of meaning."

The hull groaned as waves struck, the timbers protesting under the strain.

"Then help me understand this one," Mehiel's voice softened, yet the iron beneath it
pressed forward. "I understand the weight of these words, but listen."

He inhaled slowly, rain drumming a restless rhythm outside, the air permeated with the
scent of salt and metal.

"Among the verses I've wrestled with, one refuses silence. 'We sent aforetime our
messengers with clear signs, and sent down with them the Book and the Balance, that the people

m

may stand forth in justice.
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He lifted his eyes, storm-light flickering in them. "This isn't a casual statement. It
declares the Torah, the Psalms, the Gospels, all stand as revelations from the Most High. The
Quran itself claims to affirm them, not erase them."

The overhead lamp swayed, shadows dancing across Mehiel's face as he leaned closer.

"It does," Reza confirmed, his guard up. "It is the final, perfect confirmation."

"If the Quran is the perfection of what came before, it must stand alongside those
revelations, not against them. It calls itself an heir, not a usurper."

His voice steadied, resonant in the confined space.

Rain lashed the porthole. Lightning cracked, a searing white flash that etched Mehiel's
face in stark relief. His question hung in the air, a blade leveled at Reza's throat.

"Reza, when I lay the words side by side, I find not harmony, but a friction that cuts."
Mehiel's voice was soft but relentless, the opening thrust in a duel Reza had not anticipated.

"If both books are true, which speaks the truth about the Crucifixion?"

Reza's rebuttal was a practiced parry. "The Injil—your Gospel—was corrupted. The
Quran restores the original truth."

Mehiel met the argument without flinching, his counter a swift and elegant riposte. "Let's
consider that. The Bible says God's word will be preserved. The Quran affirms the Bible as God's
true word. It cannot be both preserved and corrupt."”

Touché. Reza stood, gripping the table's edge. The clean, inescapable logic of the trap
infuriated him. His footing felt unsteady. He stumbled, retreating to a weaker defense. "It is not a
matter of logic. It is a matter of progressive revelation."

He could feel his argument failing, the ground slipping beneath him. He made one last, desperate

gambit. "And what of the hadiths? They confirm the Quran's message."
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Mehiel's empathy a more dangerous weapon than argument. "Even the hadiths contradict
the Bible's core truths—the Crucifixion, the nature of the Messiah. But the issue is not in the
commentaries, Reza. It is in the foundations. The Quran speaks of Christ, but not the Christ who
died on the Cross."

He pressed his advantage, his voice ringing with the certainty of a bell in deep fog.

His next words were the désarmement, a move to disarm, not to wound. "Reza, if the
Cross stands at the center of history as the pivot of redemption, the Quran cannot hold the place
it claims."

A pause as wind howled across the porthole. Mehiel leaning in to the lantern light,
shadows cut across his face, executes the coup de grace.

"If the Bible is true, the Quran must be false. Both cannot hold."

The words struck Reza with physical force, the point of the blade finding its home. His
scholarly defenses—the practiced arguments from Qom, the layers of interpretation—all swept
away in the simple, unyielding flood of the contradiction. Mehiel's talk of a kingdom that
spreads, not erupts, echoed in the breach. His mind ran to the Hebrew stories he knew—David,
anointed but waiting; Joseph, rising through chains. Each tale wove patience into promise,
victory born from slow refining. It was a pattern he could no longer deny.

As if in punctuation, lightning cracked across the sky, flooding the hold with searing
white light, shadows of their faces stark against the walls, the glow etching every rivet and
wrinkle in harsh relief. Three thunder-cracks flared. The first stabbed the night. The second—a
spear of sound. The final boom jarred the chests of the two men, a broadside that rolled through
the hold like a tide, low and resonant, a deep drumbeat that echoed out into the dark sea.

The rain continued its steady droning beat on all sides of the ship's hold.
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Reza's knees buckled. He sank back into his chair, the fight draining from him. He looked
at Mehiel, not as an opponent, but as a witness to his unraveling.

"You ask hard things, Mehiel," he whispered, his voice ragged. "But I hear you."

Mehiel nodded, giving Reza space to breathe. Outside, the ship cut through dark waters,
its engines pulsing in quiet rhythm. They sat, exiles in the storm—Iistening to the rain, the
distant storm and the restless sea. The Kingdom pressed on, in quiet steadiness, like the ship,

unfolding toward fulfillment.

Day broke over the horizon and the morning sun painted the sky in hues of gold and
coral. Its rays cast a warm glow over the ship and the once-choppy waters now lay calm beneath
a gentle breeze.

The evening brought another familiar gathering as the night ripened, driven from sleep by
the cold or by something less explicable. The council this time was in the forwardmost
compartment, where the hull curved inward and the air was overflowing with the stink of oil and
rust. A porthole, not much larger than a fist, let in a sickle of moonlight and the winking red of a
distant buoy.

Reza settled on a coil of line, bracing his injured ribs against the sharp tang of reality.
Across from him sat Zephyr, all sharp angles and shadow, his age exaggerated by the play of the
lantern. Abel sat beside him, face taut but clear. Mehiel leaned by the porthole, eyes fixed on the

darkness beyond.
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Silence pressed down, heavy as the sea, holding back something that needed release.

It was Zephyr who broke it. "Understand, Reza ibn Mahmud: we are kin but not brothers.
When the Maker scattered the nations at Babel, He did not just divide them by tongue. He
separated them by essence."

Reza, who had lived his entire life collecting ambiguities and parsing the legalisms of
difference, felt himself bristle. "Essence?" He made the word hard, unyielding. "You're saying
you aren't human?"

Abel shook his head, a gesture of both denial and grief. "We are human, in a sense. But
not as you define it. Our ancestors—our Adam and Hava—were taken from earth in the moments
before the curse of tongues fell. All our ancestors were. The Watchers—stewards or
jailers—moved us to distant worlds, not as punishment but as protection. To contain what could
not be cured."

"Quarantine," Reza said. The word settled in the hold like a fog.

Zephyr nodded. "Mercy. Our prophecies taught that Earth would be left as the epicenter
of rebellion. That your sin—unlike ours—would run its full course. War, empire, the relentless
churn of loss. Our worlds, tainted as well but not terminal in their sickness, were given space to
grow unfettered, but not untouched. The scattering at Babel was not mere geography. It was
cosmic triage."

Reza's mind turned over a thousand hadith, none touching this revelation. "And you
watched us?"

Abel's tone was soft yet resolute.

"In a way. Our prophets heard whispers from your realm. Echoes of prayers uttered by

martyrs, fragments of divine messages woven into our scriptures."
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He paused before continuing. "Your people recorded His story in history. Ours received it
as prophecy, a promise of something unfolding elsewhere. We watched, waiting, as your world
lived what we had only heard. We are cosmic spectators of the great happenings that were
unfolding here on your planet."

Abel added: "On Mehiel's world, as he said, the Gospel was never forgotten. His people,
after the scattering of Babel, lived in truth with only slight falters. Progress there spread like
wildfire. No persecution. No crusade. Only... fulfillment."

Reza, incredulous, could not let it go. "No Reformation? No schism? No holy war? No
Crusades?"

Zephyr smiled, but there was no joy in it. "We had our heresies on our world and many
others. We bled, for a time as did others. Some were violent, for a season, some longer. But grace
kept moving. When in any world J'ovaah's teachings took root, evil lost its footing. Technology
bowed to peace. We built societies where the wolf lay with the lamb, not in metaphor, but in
fields and cities. We almost didn't believe it ourselves."

Abel picked up: "We assumed, when we found earth, that your world would be the crown
of light. That the place where the battle with sin was fought most fiercest, by the people who had
fallen the farthest, where the Savior died and rose would be the greatest world of all. But we now
understand: the cross is not only a symbol of victory. It is a map of suffering. Your world hasn't
finished its Passion."

Zephyr, perhaps sensing the trajectory of their thoughts, continued with a weighty
deliberation: "We were surprised upon our arrival to discover that Earth had not been unified as

we had envisioned. We expected to encounter a harmonious tapestry woven from a single
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language and a singular law, much like the celestial order we revered in our scriptures and have
built in all of our worlds."

Reza snorted a short, bitter laugh. "You were misinformed."

Their words, meant as comfort, scraped raw against him. "So you came to judge us?
Record our failures for your—" he paused, "Book of Remembrance?"

Abel shook his head. "No. We came as pilgrims. Like every soul walking toward
Jerusalem. Now, I'm not sure what we are."

Zephyr's features eased, a faint smirk pulling at his mouth. "Perhaps we were
misinformed, but perhaps we were painfully right. Beneath all your chaos lies the same tired
story, though your people insist on making it as tragic as possible. Creation, wounded, craving its
cure."

"We regard you with a certain pity, Reza, and an envy. Pity because we have peace, a
peace unimaginable to you, while you flounder in your endless struggle. We have all won the
battle of redemption. You, poor children of Adam, are still learning how to fight it."

"And yet," he paused, eyes narrowing with something like regret, "we also regard you
with envy, because all the Maker's greatest acts happened here, on this broken world, and you
barely see it. You walk on holy ground, blind to the blood and glory beneath your feet."

Mehiel's voice rose, not much louder than the engine's pulse. "Read our Gospels, and
you'll see: the story ends with a feast. But the feast cannot begin until every guest has arrived,
and the table has a proper setting."

Reza sat with their words, seeing how each world had folded the Gospel to its geometry.
Theirs bent toward reunion. Earth's clung to endurance, to hope that suffering would one day

count for something.
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Mehiel's voice rose again, "We believed creation would heal the moment the Maker's
Kingdom lived in every nation and all were united, He would return to complete it."

"We thought our arrival would be that moment. Twelve worlds, twelve tribes, gathered
under J'ovaah's reign. We realize now, we were wrong. Our coming wasn't the fulfillment we
imagined."

"Earth isn't what we imagined."

Zephyr added, voice calm but heavy with disappointment, "We didn't come to catalog
your shame, Reza. We came hoping to witness your glory. We believed that when we arrived, the
Kingdom would stand ready, that the Maker would return, and all creation would find its rest at
last."

"Now I want to behold Adam's children rise and embrace the forgiveness that completes
the Kingdom. But..." He gave a slow shake of his head, a cold pity in his eyes. "Now I wonder if
you are too stubborn to take what's offered. We don't wish to watch you fail—we wish you to
rise. But you may insist on falling instead."

The lantern flickered, casting momentary halos on the faces around the circle.

Reza's defenses fell, letting in something long buried—a faith that suffering could be a
calling, that exile prepared the ground for belonging.

He tried to reclaim dignity for Earth. "You're not so different. You bleed. You struggle.
What makes you think your peace will hold, once it lands here?"

Abel's eyes held him. "We don't know. Only the Maker does. It's hope. And hope, your
prophets said, is the last gift God offers before He turns away."

The waves drummed against the hull.
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Mehiel's voice broke the hush. "We were told the gathering would end at Jerusalem. All
exiles returning."

Zephyr: "For a thousand years, we've dreamed of walking those streets, seeing the stone
where the story began."

Abel: "It isn't ours, any more than it is yours. But it's the only home that matters."

Reza's hands trembled as he gripped his coat, remembering his grandmother's stories, her
whispered certainty that the wound would one day mend.

No one moved to refill the lantern's fading light.

Above, dawn paled the sky. Through the porthole, a stutter of distant lamps marked the
coast, promising landfall.

They didn't stand. They didn't pray. They listened to the engine's steady rhythm, the hush
of dawn pressing closer.

His eyes closed, letting the ache in his chest soften into a quiet space where belief and
doubt could rest, side by side.

They waited, as all exiles wait, for the city to appear.
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Chapter 7: Crossing Thresholds

The ship rocked through gentle shifting waters, its hull creaking under the strain of
secrets and dreams. At each port, the crew executed their choreography of clandestine
exchanges—fuel barrels rolled off the deck, while crates of goods were loaded on in an urgent
flurry, some legitimate wares glimmering in the sunlight, others cloaked in shadow. Reza's eyes
flicked between dockworkers and guards, a practiced vigilance honed from years navigating
Tehran's underbelly.

They stopped at bustling harbors, where fishermen shouted over one another, their nets
heavy with catch. At nightfall, they slipped into quieter coves where whispered negotiations
unfolded under cover of darkness. The air thickened with salt and desperation as Reza absorbed
the sights and sounds. The anchor of his past tethering him to this journey as he longed for
freedom.

As he listened to the pilgrims share stories of creation, fall, grace, and redemption, their
words rolled off their tongues like melodies from an ancient hymnbook, each note striking a

chord deep within him. The rigid interpretations of his Islamic faith, which had once felt like a
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fortress, now seemed suffocating, filled with dogma that silenced questions instead of inviting
them.

How could something meant to heal become so easily a weapon? Reza struggled with the
idea that every part of the world—every heart, every system—was broken, damaged by a
long-ago fracture in the human story. The consequence of that brokenness haunted him, stirring
doubts about the beliefs he once clung to with unyielding conviction. Did they reflect the mercy
of God in any meaningful way, or had they only added to the burdens people already carried?

He wrestled with the concept of a merciful God, one who offered grace instead of
judgment, and the promised redemption in Christ began to echo in the chambers of his
once-certain beliefs. The tales of sacrificial love and resurrection sparked a flicker of hope in
him—a stark contrast to the fear that had long governed his life. Each word from the pilgrims
unraveled the tapestry of his old faith, revealing a new path illuminated by a truth he had never
dared to imagine.

The city was a mirage until it wasn't—a trick of atmospheric inversion, the high-rises of
Eilat flattening into a thin strip of impossible blue at the farthest reach of the Gulf. The ship's
hull, still dripping with the exhaustion of a thousand kilometers, nudged its way through the
demarcated corridor. At every boundary, a new caution: a phosphor buoy here, a drone-laden
skiff there, the bright insignia of Israeli security blazoned on every surface.

The ritual unfolded in front of Reza from the deck. Early sunlight played over the
salt-caked faces of the pilgrims.

Zephyr stood just behind the prow, chin lifted, his posture that of a man approaching an
altar at the end of a long procession. Lumina-12 clung to the rail, her eyes huge and unblinking,

translating every movement of the harbor into some silent math she dared not share. Even Abel,
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so often the fixed point of serenity among his people, allowed himself a quick, greedy scan of the
shore, as if he might memorize it before someone thought to take it away.

The Israeli patrol boat came alongside at half a knot, its hull shearing the water with a
competence that left no doubt about the outcome of any contest. The uniforms above were blue
and white, crisp and clinical, their weapons visible but always angled to the side—a promise, not
a threat, at least for now. Reza counted twelve crew, three with cameras already aimed at the
deck.

The one in charge—a young woman, hair pulled into a severe knot, sidearm slung low for
ease rather than intimidation—raised a bullhorn and addressed them in flawless, almost
Parisian-accented English.

"Remain at your stations. Prepare to be boarded."

It was a formality, as it always was.

Reza glanced at Zephyr, who inclined his head in a parody of diplomatic assent. They all
watched as ropes were thrown to secure them, each knot binding them closer to an uncertain fate.

The boarding party appeared seconds later, boots thumping hollow on the gangway, two
with hands on the rail, the third already recording everything on a palm-sized tablet. They moved
across the deck with a choreography that would have made an Ayatollah weep for the lost art of
precision. The officer—her rank a tangle of chevrons and Hebrew script—addressed Zephyr and
Reza in turn, never breaking cadence, never raising her voice.

"Passports. All of you."

Reza produced the packet, the forgeries still warm from the laser printer that had served
as their only lifeline through the straits. The officer took them, flipped through, and handed them

to her subordinate, who scanned each one with a scanner that blinked green or yellow in turn.
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She turned to Reza, the only one whose origins might be mistaken for local. "You are
responsible for these people?"

"I am their guide," said Reza, careful to inflect the English with a subtle edge of Farsi.
"They are pilgrims. On a spiritual journey."

She studied him, searching for sarcasm, and when she found none, nodded once. "You
will disembark at the checkpoint. There will be questioning."

It wasn't a request.

The skiff nudged them the last fifty meters, bringing their hull flush against the military
dock. Here, the security was more obvious—fenced perimeters, two layers of razor wire, armed
guards spaced at intervals so precise it could only be the work of a computer. The air was cleaner
than Reza had expected, the wind off the desert scrubbing away the reek of fuel and sweat that
clung to the ship.

As they lined up to disembark, the officer paused Lumina-12 with a hand on her shoulder.
She crouched to the child's level, the gesture startling in its gentleness. "Are you hurt?" she
asked, her Farsi accented in an odd way but flawless in its construction.

Lumina-12 shook her head. The officer smiled, once, before returning to her role.

On the dock, the waiting IDF contingent greeted them with less fanfare: six soldiers, all
male, two with medical armbands, all with the same expressionless readiness that rendered them,
if not inhuman, at least a step removed from the realm of civilian empathy. The pilgrims
clustered together, uncertain where to look, but Zephyr moved to the front, hands folded at his
stomach in a pose that might have been prayer, or surrender, or both.

Stepping onto Israeli soil felt surreal for Reza; he could almost hear his grandmother's

whispers about faith and danger intertwined beneath every step. The Israeli coast guard stood
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nearby, their uniforms crisp against the backdrop of vibrant market stalls. Eyes like hawks
scrutinized their every move—calculating, assessing.

A new figure approached—a man of middle height, close-cropped gray hair, glasses
glinting in the sun with every turn of his head. His uniform was immaculate, but the body inside
it was built less for parades than for quiet, unremarkable violence. He spoke to Reza in English,
his voice brittle, as though tuned too many times.

"You are Reza ibn Mahmud?"

Reza nodded. "Yes."

"You and your party will be detained for processing. Your vessel has been impounded
pending inspection."

Reza allowed himself a half-shrug, the gesture of a man prepared for every humiliation
except the one that would arrive next. "May I ask why?"

The man smiled, a chill artifact of muscle memory. "For your safety, and ours. There are
protocols. Are you aware of the recent security situation?"

"I am aware," said Reza. "But these are not—" He hesitated, unsure whether to say
"threats," "agents," or "martyrs." "—what you expect."

"Perhaps not," the officer said. "But we prefer certainty to hope."

He gestured to the line of waiting vans. "Please."

The pilgrims filed in, their movements slow but not reluctant.

Inside, the benches were cold plastic, the air thick with the cinnamon-sour tang of
commercial disinfectant. Two guards entered, unspeaking, their weapons resting against their

knees like afterthoughts.
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Zephyr found a spot by the window, pressed his forehead to the glass, and exhaled so
softly it fogged a perfect, circular mark. Reza sat opposite, legs splayed to avoid further injury to
his battered ribs. Abel and Lumina-12 took the farthest seat, huddled together as if the van might
shake them apart if they didn't. Mehiel, Shera, Naira, Thaddeus-9, and the remaining pilgrims
filed on board.

The convoy rolled, tires singing against the poured cement. For a long time, no one
spoke. The city of Eilat, when it at last appeared, was more infrastructure than aspiration:
concrete towers, endless rows of identical housing, the commercial port a brutalist dreamscape of
cranes and automated trucks. Only the sky, rinsed clear of smog and false promises, hinted that
the world beyond might be less mechanical.

At the first checkpoint, the van stopped. The guards conferred in bursts of Hebrew, voices
so similar that Reza couldn't tell which belonged to the man with the firearm and which to the
one with the medical kit. Outside, a drone hovered, its camera array trained not on the van, but
on the long emptiness between it and the dock. After a minute, the van proceeded, this time at a
crawl, as if the road itself had become a minefield.

They arrived not at a police station, but at a low, bunker-like structure just east of the
port, set back from the road and ringed by three concentric fences. Here, the routine changed.
The guards asked each passenger to exit, one by one. Zephyr went first, led away by a man in a
white lab coat whose features at a distance, suggested more inquisition than examination.
Lumina-12 followed, but the guard with gentleness carried her, one hand under her knees, the

other under her shoulders, as if she were a relic and not a suspect.
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When it was Reza's turn, he stepped into the sunlight, squinting at the sudden shift. The
officer from before—the one who had greeted him by name—was waiting, hands folded behind
his back.

"This way," he said, steering Reza toward a smaller building set apart from the main
compound.

Inside, the room was empty but for a table and two chairs. No cameras were visible, but
Reza assumed the whole interior was wired to within an inch of its existence. The officer sat and
motioned for Reza to do the same.

For a time, he said nothing, fingers steepled, watching Reza with the clinical detachment
of a man counting down the seconds until the next necessary cruelty.

Finally: "I am Colonel Schreiber. You may address me in any language you prefer."

"Farsi is easiest," said Reza.

"You and your party will be detained for processing," Schreiber said, his voice flat. He
pushed a thin manila folder across the metal table. "And your primary vessel has been secured."

Reza's mind went to the battered fishing dhow. He allowed himself a half-shrug, the
gesture of a man prepared for minor humiliations. "I expected as much."

A chill smile touched Schreiber's lips. He tapped the folder. "I don't think you did."

Reza opened it. The first page was a high-altitude satellite photograph, crisp and clinical.
A vast expanse of Iranian salt flats. In the center, a black, triangular craft sat inert, its impossible
geometry a stark wound against the desert floor. The coordinates were printed in the margin in

neat Hebrew type.
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A cold dread seeped into Reza's bones. This was not about the boat. This was never about
the boat.

"The craft you left in Dasht-e Kavir," Schreiber continued, his voice now stripped of all
pretense. "It is in our possession. We relocated it to a secure facility in the Negev three days
ago."

Reza closed the folder, his hands steady only by an act of will. He looked up, meeting the
Colonel's gaze. "You were never just watching the border."

"We prefer certainty to hope," Schreiber replied, echoing Reza's own words back at him.
"Your documentation is... creative. But your companions are another matter entirely."

Reza smiled, despite himself.

Schreiber leaned forward. "Who are they, really? The others."

Reza weighed the options. "Pilgrims. They believe this is the Holy Land. For them, this is
the end of the journey."

The officer absorbed this with no visible reaction. "Do they pose a risk?"

Reza shook his head. "Only to your expectations."

A silence, engineered with perfection.

"We will process you as noncombatants. Your vessel is impounded for analysis. We will
relocate you to a secure site near Jerusalem." Schreiber's gaze sharpened, the faintest glimmer of
curiosity breaking through the ice. "Does that mean something to you?"

It did. Jerusalem was the locus of every legend, every prophecy, every doomed attempt to
reconcile faith with power. It was also the one place on earth where Reza would be least able to
hide, and most likely to be found by all those who wished him silent.

"Everything means something," Reza said.
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Schreiber nodded, once. "You will wait here. Someone will bring you food, perhaps even
a blanket. If you require medical attention, say so now."

Reza shook his head.

The colonel rose, smoothing the front of his jacket. "One more thing," he said, at the
threshold. "Do not attempt to communicate with the others. We will know if you do."

The door closed with a hush, but the lock clicked with finality, leaving no room for
misinterpretation.

Alone, Reza allowed himself a slow exhalation. He checked his pocket, where the string
of prayer beads rested against his thigh, and began, without thinking, to count off the intervals.
Each bead a memory: Bahram, the old city, the moment of gunfire at the border. Each bead a
possibility: Zephyr, Lumina-12, Abel, still somewhere in the maze of rooms and guards and
interrogators.

Above all, Reza felt the thing he had not expected to feel. Not fear, not regret. Only the
raw, undigested curiosity of a man who had already outlived his narrative and now waited for the
new chapter to write itself.

In the corridor outside, footsteps. The sound of the world reorganizing itself, again and

again, into the shape of whatever loss came next.

The black site stood like an architectural apology, a concrete box extruded from the
bedrock and ringed with security so redundant it bordered on paranoia. No markings adorned the

building, no guards were visible at the entrance—just a sequence of reinforced doors, each
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requiring a different combination of passcode, retinal scan, or palm geometry. Inside, the air was
scrubbed clean, a climate-controlled zero, devoid of odor, history, or the possibility of infection.

The welcoming party consisted of two men in civilian dress—one young, one
older—each with the dead, unblinking eyes of men who had run through all possible outcomes
and found each one wanting.

The pilgrims were processed one at a time, shuffled through a labyrinth of hallways
whose angles twisted in deliberate confusion. Zephyr went in quiet submission, hands folded,
gaze averted, his presence reduced to the volume of a coat and the quiet mathematics of regret.
Lumina-12 was more animated, asking a dozen questions in three languages before the man with
the clipboard gently shushed her and led her away. Abel made a show of memorizing every
corridor, every face, though Reza could tell it was more reflex than plan.

When they came for Reza, he was escorted to a room almost identical to every other in
the complex—except for the two-way mirror that occupied the entire far wall. The design
bespoke an institutional confidence bordering on the messianic.

The table was metal, as was the single chair. The walls bore that particular off-white hue
reserved for mortuaries and legal offices. No camera was visible, but Reza knew better than to
trust in the mercy of omission.

He sat. After a time—five minutes, ten—he began to drum his fingers on the tabletop.
Slow at first, then escalating to precise sequences. Each rhythm became a probe for surveillance.
He searched for vibrations, for the presence of any other living thing.

The door opened with a pneumatic sigh. A man stepped in, his bearing signaling that he

was just as unremarkable as he intended to be. Civilian slacks, a pressed shirt, no jacket, no tie.
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His hair was regulation-short, his face a template for "mid-level security consultant," but his eyes
betrayed him: black, calculating, hungry.

He sat, placed a folder on the table, and regarded Reza for a long moment.

"Reza ibn Mahmud," he said, his Tel Aviv accent so cleanly rendered it bordered on
parody.

"Yes," Reza answered, replying in Hebrew as a courtesy.

The man offered a strained smile. "We'll speak English. It's more... deniable."

"Of course," Reza said. "Do you prefer Reza, or Ibn Mahmud?"

The man's lips twitched. "Call me Levi," he said, offering it like a password.

Levi opened the folder, turned it toward Reza. Inside, photographs—grainy, high-contrast
images—showed a man who could only be Reza, moving through alleyways and train stations,
sometimes with the pilgrims in tow, sometimes alone. One was from the border, clearly snapped
seconds before the violence that killed Bahram; another, from a Tehran rooftop, showed Reza
mid-turn, his face a study in the awareness of how many eyes were always on him.

"Impressive," Reza said. "You have a good network."

Levi shrugged. "We have friends in unlikely places. The IRGC, for example."

Reza's face didn't change, but his hands clenched, knuckles whitening under the strain.
"You think I'm Quds?"

Levi shook his head. "No. You lack the requisite piety. But your companions..." He let
the sentence trail off.

"They're not what you think," Reza said.

Levi leaned in as if about to share a secret. "What do I think, Reza?"

"That they're an advance team. A test run. Maybe not even human."
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Levi's smile was brittle and insincere. "You're more right than you know. Which is why
we're having this conversation in a place where even God has trouble listening."

He reached into the folder, pulling out a satellite image—infrared, adorned with
color-coded overlays Western intelligence had come to favor. With a smirk of condescending
pride, Levi reveled in the meticulousness of the operation.

The Israeli operation to seize the alien spacecraft from Iranian control had been a daring
feat of aerial precision and deception. The vessel, too massive to conceal, had become the
immovable heart of a military outpost constructed in haste in the desert surrounding Tehran.
Instead of attempting an extraction by land, Israeli intelligence devised a bold alternative: a
multi-helicopter exfiltration executed under the cover of darkness.

Using advanced stealth technology and a web of subterfuge, Israeli forces breached
Iranian airspace with modified heavy-lift helicopters. Electronic warfare suites masked their
signatures, while decoy operations diverted the attention of Iran's radar defenses. Within minutes,
boots hit the ground, securing the perimeter, and lifting the massive craft skyward with precision
slings and magnetic clamps.

Once airborne, the convoy slipped across the Gulf, evading detection before transferring
the payload to a covert Israeli naval vessel in the Arabian Sea. There, the spacecraft was loaded
onto a disguised cargo barge—its alien contours buried beneath layers of legitimate freight. Days
later, it arrived quietly in Eilat's port, unremarkable among routine shipments of commerce and
aid.

The vessel was offloaded by crane under the cover of night, lowered onto massive
transport trucks, and escorted through Eilat's sleeping streets. From there, it began its journey

inland, winding through desert highways, cloaked beneath tarps and surrounded by logistical
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misdirection. In time, it arrived deep within the Negev, where a makeshift facility—a sibling to
the one from which the Israelis had stolen it—now housed the craft beneath domed hangars and
perimeter lights.

The first photograph showed the craft suspended mid-air beneath a formation of
heavy-lift helicopters, silhouetted against the starless Iranian desert sky, dust spiraling beneath
rotor wash as commandos secured the final rigging.

The second image captured the vessel being lowered onto the deck of a disguised Israeli
naval ship in the Arabian Sea, its shape almost invisible beneath camouflage netting and cargo
tarps.

In the third frame, the craft sat aboard a barge en route to Eilat, sandwiched between
shipping containers labeled with fictitious trade goods. The final image revealed the ship nestled
inside a reinforced hangar in the Negev, shielded beneath a segmented dome, veiled in
sensor-scattering film.

Levi's heart swelled with satisfaction; this wasn't just recovery—it was a symphony of
Israeli audacity, precision, and brilliance.

"Their technology," said Levi, "is unlike anything our friends in Washington have seen.
Or in Moscow. Or, for that matter, in Tehran. We know it's not Russian, not Chinese. And we
know, beyond any doubt, that it's not a product of this Earth."

Reza allowed himself a single, careful breath.

Levi closed the folder, placed his palms flat on the table. "This is not the part where I
threaten you, or your friends. We're beyond that now. Instead, I'll tell you what happens next: the

vessel is being reverse-engineered. Every person you care about is being debriefed. If you
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cooperate, you may see daylight again. If not, you'll spend the rest of your life in a room just like
this one."

Reza considered. "And if I tell you what you want to hear?"

Levi's eyes flickered, a trace of respect. "Then we see if your story matches theirs. And
perhaps, if you're lucky, you get to see the inside of your own church again."

Reza shook his head, almost laughing. "I'm not a Christian. I'm not even a good Muslim."

Levi raised an eyebrow. "You spent most of your formative years in Qom. You're on
record as having debated the Ayatollah's nephew on matters of doctrine and secular ethics. And
yet here you are, risking your life for a group of strangers whose only claim to your loyalty is a
shared desire to see Jerusalem."

Reza swelled with a small, bitter pride. "I've always admired your files," he said. "They
contain just enough truth to be dangerous."

Levi smiled, a flicker of true amusement breaking through. "Truth is a matter of
curation."

For a while, neither spoke. Levi sipped from a flask of bad Turkish coffee. Reza listened
to the hum of ventilation, the faint static of a hidden earpiece.

Levi followed, "You know what happens to people like you, in places like this?"

"They become legends," Reza said, without malice.

"Sometimes," Levi said. "But usually, they become footnotes." He tapped the folder.
"You have a chance to be more than a footnote."

Reza eyed Levi for a moment, leaning forward. "If I cooperate, what do you give me?"

"A seat at the table. The chance to ensure your friends aren't... mishandled."
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Reza ran the odds, the risk calculus that had, until now, kept him one step ahead of every
regime from Qom to Berlin. This was different. Here, in the hermetic purity of Israeli
intelligence, there were no half-measures. If he played, he played all in.

He nodded once. "I'll answer your questions."

Levi's posture relaxed, the shift almost imperceptible. "Good. Let's begin."

The questions started standard: Where did the ship come from? How did the pilgrims find
him? What was their destination, their mission, their capacity for harm? Reza answered each
with the measured patience of a man reciting a catechism in which he only half believed. The
true test came in the third round, when Levi shifted from process to prophecy.

"Why Jerusalem?" Levi asked, eyes glittering. "Why now?"

Reza thought of Zephyr, Abel, and Lumina-12. Of the nights spent in caves and cellars,
each step bringing them closer not to salvation but to some final, collective reckoning.

He said, "Because this is where the stories end. Or begin, depending on how you read
them."

Levi nodded, a hint of sympathy flickering beneath the surface. "And if they're not the
first?"

Reza blinked, thrown. "You think there are more?"

Levi let the silence fill the room. "There are always more. The question is, what happens
when the world finds out?"

Reza had no answer for that.

Levi closed the folder, stood, and straightened his shirt. "You'll be moved tonight. Until
then, you may have coffee, if you wish. Someone will bring you a meal. I recommend the lentil

soup—it's almost edible."
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He smiled, almost as if they were friends, and left the room.
Reza sat alone, the fluorescent light painting every surface the same clinical gray. Eyes

closed, he counted the seconds, and waited for the next round.

Night in the holding cell resembled night in Tehran, if one discounted the peculiar clarity
of the air and the way darkness settled like the wing of a living creature—furred, impenetrable.

The room was a rectangle of poured concrete, its corners chewed by years of casual
violence and repair. Above, a wire-meshed window let in the barest rumor of starlight, filtered
first through glass, then through three centimeters of armored lattice. Only the pulse of Reza's
own blood disturbed the silence, an arrhythmic throb that mocked the quiet with its indecisive
syncopation.

Engineered quiet filled the cell, a manufactured silence that left a man alone with the
sound of his own breathing. Reza sat on the cot's edge, spine curved against the cold concrete.
Defeat was a physical weight. His gaze dropped from the walls—a map of nowhere—to the dust
caked on his boots. He slipped one off, the motion slow and deliberate.

His fingers found the slit in the lining, a secret taught to him by his grandmother. He
drew out the small metal crucifix, its surface worn smooth by the thumbs of mothers and
daughters.

His mother, Laila, had pressed it into his hand the last time he saw her alive, her fingers

trembling. "For luck," she had whispered, her voice a fragile thread against the world's noise.
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"Or, if there is none, for love." The words were a memory he had polished like a river stone,
turning them over and over in the solitude of his mind.

Later, his grandmother Zahra had revealed its deeper history. "This was the Spider's
cross," she had explained, her voice a low and reverent whisper. "A legend who saved our family
from ruin long ago. Some objects are not meant for prayer. They are meant to remember what the
world tries to erase."

Reza rolled the object in his palm. It was both a token of his mother's love and the
inheritance of a war he never chose. A tool and a testament. He felt the faint seam on its back,
the hidden latch for the transmitter within. Activating it was not just a gambit for escape. It was a
claim on his own history.

He pried open the clasp, revealing the microcircuitry nestled in the crux. A tap on the
stem armed the device; a second, firmer press activated the transmitter. He counted the seconds
in his head. The walls of the cell were lined with sensors, but these were set to detect only the
coarse frequencies of contraband radios, not the encrypted pulse of a device operating at the
threshold of noise.

He thought of his grandmother, long dead, whose prayers had always been dual-purpose:
a shield against the regime and a summons to the unseeable. She had taught him the code as a
child, spelling out the ancient Greek alphabet in sequences of candlelight and shadow on her
bedroom wall. "Someday you will need to call me," she had said, as if the continuity of the
message mattered more than its destination.

He thumbed the crucifix twice, three times in rapid succession, twice more—Sigma, Tau,

Sigma, Tau—the old call-sign for the underground. He finished with a single press—a period, a
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benediction, or perhaps a plea. The device responded with an almost inaudible tick, followed by
silence.

Reza closed the cross, slipped it back into his shoe, and replaced the lining with the
precision of a man who couldn't bear the slightest possibility of detection. He lay back on the cot,
staring at the ceiling, listening for the distant resonance of a response.

Time shifted. At some point, the lock on the cell door clicked open, and a guard entered:
not the usual conscript, but an older man, his posture a parody of military discipline, the medals
on his chest scuffed and misaligned. He carried a tray, its contents generic—bread, water, a tin of
something proteinaceous and unidentifiable.

The man placed the tray on the steel shelf and paused, his gaze lingering on the crucifix
that caught the light for a moment as Reza drew his shoe under the cot. For a moment, Reza
thought the man might say something—an accusation, a warning, even a prayer. Instead, he gave
a short nod, a slow, almost respectful gesture, and exited the room with theatrical care.

Reza waited. He counted to fifty, paused, and listened. To a hundred next, letting the
silence settle. When he was certain the man was gone, he tore the bread in half. Inside, between
two slices of stale crust, was a note: a rectangle of paper, not much larger than a postage stamp,
its message rendered in angular, precise handwriting—trained to write only what was necessary.

Midnight. Third shift change.

Reza recited the message while rolling the paper into a pellet and swallowing it with a
gulp of water. The flavour was chemical, laced with ink and secrecy.

He returned to the cot, stretched out, and let his mind drift.
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Through the wall, a sound. A low, tremulous hum, at first indistinguishable from the
electrical bleed in the facility's wiring, but with patience, growing into the architecture of song.
He pressed his ear to the cinderblock and listened.

The pilgrims—eleven voices woven into a single strand, each distinct yet
inseparable—sang. Not in Farsi, nor any language he recognized, but the unmistakable cadence
was ancient, the rise and fall of syllables echoing the modal intervals of the oldest liturgies. For a
moment, he was a boy again, standing at the back of the church while his grandmother sang the
Psalms in a voice that rose above the rest, not because it was strong, but because it was
necessary.

The melody continued, cycling through a progression of unresolved chords, until it hit a
dissonance so sharp that Reza flinched. He heard the guards moving in the corridor, their boots a
staccato counterpoint to the measured flow of the hymn. Someone barked an order. The singing
dropped in volume, rose again—defiant, unbroken.

Then, a shift: the language changed. The vowels flattened, the consonants grew harsh.
Reza recognized the shape of the words, the way the melody cradled them, and realized with a
jolt that the pilgrims sang in Aramaic. Not the refined, scholarly dialect of the liturgists, but the
coarse, working-class tongue of the old streets. He remembered the stories of Jesus cursing the
fig tree in that same register—angry, urgent, alive with ferocity.

The guards pounded on the cell doors, demanding silence. The singing paused for a
heartbeat, then resumed—Ilouder now, the voices coalescing into a phrase that needed no
translation.

"Yerushalayim, im eshkachech, tishkach yemini."
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Reza blinked. He mouthed the words, uncertain at first, but with growing certainty:
"Jerusalem, if I forget you, let my right hand forget its skill."

The guards stopped shouting. The song continued, now in perfect, broken Hebrew, the
vowels fractured but the intent clear as sunlight. The melody moved through the concrete,
seeping into the marrow of the building. The guard on duty, the one with the medals and the eyes
that remembered too much, paused in the corridor, head bowed, as if waiting for a cue.

Reza listened, his breath shallow. He thought of all the cities he had never visited, all the
gods he had never prayed to, all the wounds that had not healed because no one had ever named
them.

When the singing ceased, the silence was absolute—not the hush of surrender, but the
kind of silence that precedes the breaking of a new world.

He lay on the cot, hands folded over his chest, and waited for midnight.

The hour of deliverance came not with trumpet or gunfire, but with the gentle click of a
deadbolt. At midnight, Reza's cell door opened. A figure stood in the frame, so improbable a dry

laugh caught in his throat.

The woman was ancient, her sharpness preserved against rot by sheer force of will. Her

maintenance uniform hung on her frame, two sizes too large—a scarecrow assembled from
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institutional gray, a battered utility bag and a mop completing the disguise. A name badge was
pinned crookedly to her collar. The single name, worn but clear: Mariam.

He would come to know her as Sister Mariam. Her eyes, black and unblinking, held the
authority of a field commander. She gestured—imperious, a command without words.

He followed without question.

They moved through the outer corridor, past two unmanned security posts, and into a
warren of back-of-house passageways: a labyrinth of pipes, exposed ductwork, and the rich,
animal smell of decades of sweat and neglect. At every junction, the woman paused, checked a
pocket-sized display she conjured from her tool bag, and proceeded—sometimes double-backing
when she detected the heat-shadows of the night watch on the far side of a wall.

The only light came from the phosphor glow of the emergency strips lining the floors,
turning the pair into ghosts floating through the catacombs of bureaucracy. Reza wondered how
she had managed to circumvent the cameras—before noticing, at each lens, a piece of black tape,
fixed in exact alignment, the residue of sabotage too recent to be anything but calculated.

They reached a door marked SUBLEVEL TWO—AUTHORIZED ACCESS ONLY. The
woman produced a thin rectangle, something between a keycard and a blade, and slid it through
the reader. The door sighed open.

The cell block beyond was quieter than his own; perhaps the regime saw no point in
torturing those who had already exhausted the uses of pain. The woman led him down the row,
past a series of empty cells, until she arrived at the first occupied unit.

She paused, looking at Reza as if confirming his identity for the first time. "You are the
son of Mahmud?" she whispered, voice a fossilized riverbed, all softness long since abraded

away.
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"I am," he answered, unsure whether to whisper or shout.

She nodded, as if solving an equation she'd been working on for decades. With a tap of
her badge, the cell opened.

Inside, the eleven pilgrims stood as they always had—unbowed, their faces impassive,
their posture neither submissive nor rebellious. Zephyr met Reza's eyes and nodded once; Abel
smiled, the gesture shy and so human it made Reza's throat tighten.

The woman walked down the row, releasing each lock with a gesture.

The group moved as one, Reza at the rear, the woman leading. In the utility tunnels, the
pilgrims never asked for instruction; they followed the tempo of the escape as if it were a liturgy
practiced in another life.

Up a short flight of service stairs, down a corridor thick with the reek of cleaning solvent,
and into the loading bay. A vault the size of a small church, now empty except for a single
delivery truck, its engine idling low.

In the driver's seat, a young man sat hunched over the wheel, his face shadowed by the
brim of a cheap baseball cap. As Reza approached, he saw a flash of white at the man's neck: a
clerical collar, forced beneath the jacket with careless urgency. The young man caught Reza's
eye, nodded, and gestured toward the open cargo compartment.

The woman climbed in first, her movements swift and unselfconscious. The pilgrims
followed, ducking into the shadowed hold, limbs folded close to conserve space. Reza climbed in
last, bracing himself against the cold metal of the truck's interior.

As the door closed, shutting out the sodium glare of the loading dock, Reza caught a

glimpse of Abel, standing at the lip of the cargo space, looking back at the facility.



Davis / Unveiled / 129

"Our vessel," said Abel, his voice almost too soft to perceive over the engine. "It was not
meant to be dismantled. It was a gift."

Reza started to reply as the truck jolted into motion, throwing them all against the steel
frame. The engine noise rose, then faded as the vehicle picked up speed, threading through the
checkpoints on the exterior of the facility.

In the darkness, Reza listened for the sound of pursuit but heard only the muftled
breathing of his companions, the quiet prayer of a child recited in a language that must have been
the common ancestor of all others.

From outside, a sudden wail: the compound's alarms, long delayed, now shrieking their
rage into the indifferent night.

The truck did not slow, nor did anyone inside speak. They drove into the desert, each
kilometer another layer of certainty stripped away, until nothing remained but the raw nerve of

hope and the memory of a voice, long dead, saying: For luck. Or, if there is none, for love.
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Chapter 8: Disciples Journey

The desert at night devoured certainty.

Inside the truck's cargo hold, darkness pressed in, broken only by thin blades of pale light
trembling through slits above. Those lights lied. Headlights swept the dunes, the moon cast a
pale stripe across the corrugated roof, but the compartment held the hush before creation.

Reza marked every molecule: the plastic sting of the liner, sweat and ozone rising from
bodies huddled to his left, the iron tang of fear in his mouth as kilometers slipped away. The low
growl of the engine, the jolt when tires bit into the washboard track. The bruised pulse in his ribs,
a grainy drum counting down.

He sat alone at the rear, legs folded, spine pressed against steel. The pilgrims clustered
near the front, drawn together by the gravity of their shared strangeness. Words passed between
them—clicks, murmurs, syllables swallowed by dark. None reached Reza, nor did he expect
them to.

Once, Zephyr looked back, nodding as if to confirm Reza's place between lifeboat and

jailer. The elder's posture was a fragile scaffold of doctrine holding him upright. Shera, Naira,
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Mehiel, Thaddeus, the children—they pressed close, faces half-lost, waiting for this world to
speak.

Abel broke ranks first. He slipped from the cluster, crawling the compartment with quiet
certainty, like water folding around rocks. He stopped a meter away, lowered himself
cross-legged, head tilted as if catching the river's breath before it plunged.

"You risk much for us," Abel said, his Farsi clipped but clear. "Why?"

The question landed sharp, not for what it asked—Reza had asked himself often
enough—but for its directness. Silence expanded between them. Stray light caught Abel's face,
eyes dark with sorrow and bright with unspent joy, a blend of human and other.

Reza considered a careless answer, but caution won. "Because I know truth when I hear
it." He paused. "And because my grandmother told me of a wound in the earth that bleeds light."

Abel's pupils widened. His breath caught. "The Wound of God," he whispered. "On our
world, we call it the Scar of Heaven."

Reza nodded. "She called it Golgotha. The hill where the Lamb was slain." He braced for
argument, some gentle correction, but Abel only watched him, like a child studying the first scar
on his father's hand.

"We trace this too," Abel said. "Across eleven worlds, we follow the fracture. Always a
hill. Always a tree. Always blood, and something to carry its memory forward." From his tunic,
he drew a woven blue thread—a prayer cord matching the one on Reza's wrist. "We keep it as a
sign."

Reza opened his mouth, but the truck struck a pothole, pitching the hold into a sharp
lurch. A child yelped. Zephyr murmured prayer, steadying small shoulders with a calming hand.

The truck accelerated, the driver pressing it toward speed, not safety.
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Above, the moon vanished, replaced by flickers of white and yellow, and far off, three red
dots drifted in formation like insect eyes scanning for prey.

Reza pressed his face to the vent. A helicopter hovered, searchlight sweeping in careful
arcs. Farther, a heavier craft glided like a predator.

He ducked back, pulse spiking. "They're hunting us," he called to Zephyr.

Zephyr didn't rise. "Not yet."

Reza wanted to believe him. But belief required variables he did not have: patrol count,
watchful eyes, the value of a dozen fugitives in a desert mapped by a century of surveillance.

"Your world excels at violence," Abel murmured. "But mercy finds cracks between
weapons."

Reza snorted, pain sparking in his ribs. "Mercy isn't a word we use much here."

Abel held his gaze. "Yet you believe in it. You would not be here otherwise."

No question. No need.

Mercy.

The word lodged in Reza's mind like grit in a wound, small, impossible to ignore. His
childhood held little of it. His father's belt moved faster than forgiveness, lessons carved in the
silence of withheld praise. Islam named God merciful, but the mountain peak remained distant.
The God of the scrolls Reza studied was fire and flood, splitting earth for defiance.

But these pilgrims breathed mercy like air. They bound wounds they could ignore, spoke
of grace as if it pulled all things toward redemption. Earth's Christians, for all their hypocrisy,
held to the word as lifeline.

The rotors throbbed above. Beneath, a quieter hum—a world where no father's hand

hovered in warning or a god demanding blood.
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Pain burned, then held, hanging in the air as if it demanded a reply.

They traveled in silence. Suspension rattled. Rotors droned.

The truck slowed, drifted, and stopped with a hiss of air. Reza braced, waiting for boots
or radios. Instead, Sister Mariam's low prayer reached as she unlocked the bay.

Cold desert air swept in. Stars loomed, searchlights gone or turned away.

Mariam signaled: Out. Move.

The pilgrims emerged, blinking under sudden sky. Zephyr helped the children down,
standing with the quiet certainty of a man who dreamed this place.

Reza came last, knees aching. The ground shifted with decomposed granite.

A hush rode the cold wind, brushing past as dawn waited just beyond the hills.

The truck pulled away, taillights swallowed by terrain.

Abel stood still, watching dawn bleed across the ridge. An ache rose in Reza—not just
his own, but centuries pressing through prophets who died unheard, grandmothers whispering
hope into the dark.

This time, he did not flinch.

Some wounds remain open.

Zephyr called. They moved, footprints dark against pale sand. Behind them, searchlights
swept the gloom, desperate as soldiers rolling dice at the cross's foot.

A dry breeze raked across the earth, hinting at rain that never came. Above, stars hung in
silence, unblinking.

This was the silence before the stone rolled away.

Abel stepped closer, their shadows merging.



Davis / Unveiled / 134

"Your grandmother spoke well of the Wound," Abel said. "You've studied the Lamb's
sacrifice. The marks remain. Price of mercy. Proof of grace."

Reza exhaled. "She said we keep trying to heal what God left open."

Abel's eyes caught dawn. "Not left open. Held open. Like arms on a cross."

Light deepened. A bird's cry split the dawn—three notes, clear as daybreak.

Reza studied the sand, the fading footprints. "If this is pilgrimage, we keep moving."

Abel's voice trembled with awe. "Perhaps the destination is not a place. Perhaps it is a
moment. Or a person."

Reza glanced at the distant throb of rotors. "They will come."

Abel turned, dawn painting bruises into certainty. "You're right. We move. The story
waits for no one."

They filed into the wadi, led by Sister Mariam. Behind them, the wind erased their

passing. Above, the lights searched for what had already slipped beyond reach.

Dawn bled upward in pale bands, a slow stratigraphy unfurling from the east, dyeing the
sky in hues thin as whispered prayers. By the time the fugitives climbed the final switchback, the
valley below roared awake: cicadas buzzed, ancient bells rang, wind hissed resurrection through

every stone it touched.



Davis / Unveiled / 135

The monastery scarred the basalt flank, beautiful in its defiance. Its walls bore countless
layers of repair, each patchwork an act of rebellion against ruin. A squat bell tower loomed over
a courtyard tangled with pomegranate and myrtle. Above, a battered cross gripped the roofline,
refusing the pull of gravity, outlasting centuries of explanations that had tried to tame its
presence.

Monks received them without ceremony—a barrel-chested Ethiopian in a worn cassock, a
Russian with a patriarch's beard and an accountant's eyes, and two pale seminarians whose
hunger clung to their bones. They guided the fugitives beneath low arches into the refectory,
where bread and cheese waited beside olive oil older than its taste.

Sister Mariam addressed the monks in polished Aramaic, and they yielded to her words
without question. Reza hovered at the edges, senses sharp for betrayal, but the monks moved
with disinterest, returning to duties, readying for the next office of prayer as if mud-caked

strangers were nothing but morning weather.

Reza picked at his meal, mind tracking rumors carried on the kitchen's low-powered
radio. Authorities believed the fugitives pushed north; roadblocks pinned every crossing into
Israel. Drones skimmed the borders like electric swallows.

Inside these walls, the world's chase lost its grip.

Naira descended stone steps into the crypt, where damp air pressed close, thick with
histories long unspoken. At the end of a narrow corridor, a side chapel waited, once a penitent's
refuge. Shera had claimed this cave of forgotten saints and turned it into a laboratory.

An altar became her workbench, draped in sterile cloth that glared against its sacred past.

Byzantine fragments hung on the walls, blue-white light from portable lamps carving their edges
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in harsh brilliance. In the corner, Naira's salvaged sequencer hummed—a sacrifice of their
technology to the ancient dust. Instruments lay arranged with priestly precision: bioglass slides, a
microtome blade, a cycler running on the battery ripped from a motorcycle carcass outside.

The machine's soft pulse felt out of place among tomb dust. Before Shera, samples
rested: a shard of her own skin, two drops of Zephyr's blood, a cheek cell from Lumina-12, and
the saliva swab she had lifted from Reza's cup during that first night on the water.

Naira hovered, breath sharp and irregular, more plea than oversight. She spoke no words,
but her presence bent around Shera like a silent demand. Shera moved with the calm of one
accustomed to the body's secrets, slicing samples, aligning them on pads, eyes flashing with
overlays of data bright as prayer across her retinas.

The first sequence made her pause. She blinked, checked the matrix again. The familiar
dance of adenine, guanine, thymine, cytosine returned—exact, unnervingly human.

Impossible. Her lineage diverged on the fourth chromosome, a cluster of genes marking
them as children of pilgrimage, born from a world spared Earth's violence.

She ran the test again. Same result. Magnified, searching for mutations, drifting
mitochondria, evidence of alien splicing.

Nothing. Her DNA mirrored humanity, familiar and inescapable.

Shera's hand quivered. She steadied it and tested Zephyt's blood.

The reading tightened: identical haplotypes, ancient disease markers, the same stutters in
the Y-chromosome whispering Near Eastern ancestry, rooted in Earth's soil.

She looked at Naira, who braced against the verdict forming between them.

"This cannot be," Shera said, voice flat.

Naira swallowed, fighting to speak. "What does it mean?"
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Shera tested the sample from Reza's cup. The match held, precise beyond acceptable
margins for different populations, let alone alien species.

She checked calibrations. Logs clear. The machine offered no excuse.

"It means we aren't a different species. We aren't even a different breed. We are them."

Naira's eyes closed for a moment, lids fluttering with the tremor of disbelief. "What? But
we believed—"

"That we were made apart, yes. A sacred branch, untouched by Adam's curse." Shera's
head shook, the motion mechanical. "Maybe it was a lie. Or a misunderstanding as vast as any in
science. Were the prophecies wrong?"

"Or did we never grasp them?" Naira asked.

Shera powered down the analyzer and leaned against the bulkhead, strength bleeding
from her limbs.

A figure filled the doorway.

Abel, haloed by the glow of sanctuary lamps, dust swirling around him like slow-turning
galaxies, stood silent, carved from the chapel's shadows.

He glanced down the corridor, checking for eavesdroppers, then stepped in. The door
clicked shut with a tomb's finality.

The screens washed pale light across his face as he studied the display, the silence around
him sharp as a blade.

"Show me."

Abel crossed the chapel in three strides, eyes skimming the code before settling on the
bioglass slides, those fragile relics glinting among sterile machinery, as if they might still rescue

meaning from the data.
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He hovered near the altar, hands splayed, forming the geometry of prayer without
realizing.

Shera gestured toward the altar where strips of cloth held numerous blood
samples—drawn from every member of their party. "We began with our own," she stated in a
short and terse manner.

Shera pointed to the blood samples bound in cloth on the altar. "We started with our
own," she said, voice clipped, brittle. "Controls." Her tone was precise—the voice of someone
who had built her identity upon being infallible.

Naira added, "Then Zephyr. The children. The others."

Shera leaned closer, scanning the intertwining code and helices rendered in neon color,
each cycle on the machine another beat of compulsion thrumming beneath her skin. Her hands
shook; Naira bit her lip until blood welled.

"It cannot be correct," Shera snapped. "We've repeated the test three times. Naira built the
gels herself; I recalibrated by hand. There must be contamination or corruption within our
sequencing program."

Naira kept her gaze on the screen. "It's correct," she whispered. "

"There is no error. Every base call matches. Our markers..." she hesitated before forcing
herself to finish: "Our markers align—not similar or convergent but identical."

Shera clenched her jaw, stabbing a finger at the screen. "No. Our founders were chosen
for their genetic divergence from Adam. We separated at the chromosome level. Our entire
civilization is built on that premise. We are different, better."

Naira's face drained of color.

Shera's stare turned storm-dark. "If this stands, it changes everything."
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Naira murmured, "All the decades we believed we were studying our own marvelous and
unique bodies, wondering just how corrupt humans must be for the Maker to have rescued us
from them."

A sound escaped her—half laugh, half moan—as she glared at the display, demanding it
rewrite itself.

"We aren't who we thought."

"Our worlds will never believe this," Abel said, voice hollowed out by wonder. "Not even
if you show them every chromosome."

Shera turned, incredulous. "You accept this?"

Abel nodded once. "The prophecies spoke of a return, an end to exile where it began.
Always Jerusalem."

Naira's world tilted, memories of every debate about destiny, about chosen myths and the
fragile truce between faith and science pressing in.

Abel opened his mouth, but Shera cut him off. "This is heresy," she breathed. "A collapse
of everything. If we are Earth-born, not Children of the Maker, our identity is a lie."

Candlelight wavered as Abel traced the genetic spirals. His voice settled, calm and fierce,
it carried the knowledge of one who had seen prophecies fulfilled in ways no scholar had
predicted. "Prophecy cuts deep, Shera. Maybe we've spent lifetimes reading maps instead of
walking roads. The Maker wrote truth into flesh, not parchment. This," he tapped the display, "is
not heresy. It's the lesson we were meant to learn."

Silence followed, deep and unbroken. Truth had not crushed them; it had lifted the
illusion of burden, revealing the hollow weight they had carried for generations.

Shera, scientist to the marrow, whispered, "We must repeat it."
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She dragged her fingers through her hair until her scalp burned, scraped cells from under
her nails, placed them on a slide, and triggered the deepest scan.

The display bloomed into a tree of lines, mitochondrial paths through mothers,
Y-chromosomes through fathers, branches collapsing into a single node—a Middle Eastern
population from the dawn of the Common Era.

She checked against the others. Each matched.

Shera locked onto that convergence, unblinking.

Abel's certainty carved into his stance as he looked at Naira, fear of a convert flickering
beneath the calm.

"I'll gather the others," Abel said. "They need to see."

Shera's eyes met his. "What will you tell Zephyr and Mehiel?"

Abel managed a thin smile. "Zephyr will rage. Mehiel will rationalize. They'll find a way
to fit it in. Elders always do."

He slipped into the dark, the sequencer's hum the only sound that remained.

Shera sank onto the altar's edge, hands trembling. Naira slid down the wall, eyes shut,
seeking a restart that would not come.

Between them lay their tools, each piece pointing toward the impossible. They had no
script for what came next—whether the truth would fracture them or forge something new.

Shera lifted her gaze to the icons—faces of martyrs and saints, eyes unyielding, painted
to witness.

Faith, she realized, was moving forward when everything inside whispered you had been

wrong.
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The abbot rang vespers with a bell that echoed like a ghost's breath, its tone thinned by
centuries. By sunset, the sanctuary filled—not with worshippers, but with exiles, bodies arranged
in a geometry of reluctance and restless hope.

Reza settled into a shadowed corner. Candlelight caught fragments of the frescoes
overhead, the saints indifferent, their stone faces locked in perpetual judgment.

The pilgrims entered, led by Abel, Zephyr, and Shera. Their once-unified steps faltered.
Children clung to adult hands, eyes wide with confusion. Mehiel hovered near the wall, counting
a pulse only he could sense.

Shera stood before the congregation, not in the pulpit—she avoided the slightest
possibility of presumption—but to one side, beneath a mosaic of the Transfiguration. She set
down the sequencer, unfolded a page of fresh data, its edges torn by haste. Her bitten nails
trembled as she exhaled, sharp and bitter.

Abel's voice, once calm and measured, cracked as he began. "What we have to say will
be hard to accept. But you must hear it."

He nodded to Shera, who lifted the page. "We sequenced our genome, along with Reza's
and Zephyr's. The results are clear. I checked them, Naira checked them, again and again. No
differences—none that matter. We are, all of us, children of Earth." Her voice quivered as the
words fell.

She continued, her tone flat, hollow. "The evidence is undeniable. The markers are exact.

We were not created to inherit a new covenant. We are the scattered dust of an old one."
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Silence struck the sanctuary, deep enough that even the icons recoiled.

Zephyr froze. His sharp eyes emptied, glassy for ten long seconds. "You are certain?"

Shera's lips pressed tight as she nodded. "I ran the tests four times. If there's error, it's in
the Maker, not the protocol."

Naira stood, voice thin. "All the dogma, all the tradition—it was metaphor. We weren't
engineered apart. We were scattered."

A child sobbed at the rear—Gilead, his face buried in trembling hands. Another,

Lumina-12, began reciting scripture, her voice fragile yet rising:

kosk ok

"And in the last days, the stars shall return to the dust, and the dust shall call them
kin, and the ancient division shall be no more—"

skokok

Chaos cracked open in the assembly. Some shouted, others wept. Mira dropped to her
knees, pounding the floor until her fists bled as she chanted prayers of repentance.

Zephyr stood unmoving until, at last, he raised a hand. The noise withered.

"Our prophecies said Earth cradled all souls," he said, weighing each word as if testing it
for treason. "We believed it meant spirit alone—the idea of human. But it wasn't a parable. It was
a record." His eyes found Reza, not accusing, but hungry. "Tell us: is there any precedent for the
scattered to be gathered again?"

Reza, startled by the weight suddenly pressed upon him, scanned their faces, a lattice of

fear and desperate hope. His childhood surfaced—stories from his grandmother of Babel and
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Abraham, of a promise that one day every exile would come home, if home was the last place
one could bear to look.

"There are traditions," he began, voice unsteady, finding strength. "In the Quran, in the
Gospels, there's always a day when the lost return. The parable of the prodigal. Yawm
al-Qiyamah. The last day. But I never believed it meant... this." His hand swept across the
assembly, the dome, the world beyond.

"So," Zephyr said, gaze fixed on nothing, "the stories were wrong. We weren't chosen or

set apart for some grand design. We were exiled. Abandoned."

Naira flinched, stung. "That's not what the data says," she whispered, barely rising above
the sequencer's hum. "It says we're kin, not as different as we believed."

He laughed, harsh, involuntary. "A distinction without a difference. On my world, we
recited every birth, every exile, every death, back to the first Martyr. We believed our distance
was sacred, a cosmic quarantine from the sons of Adam. The fallen."

He gestured in a looping circle over the rim of a petri dish. "Do you know what it is to
learn you're just a branch of the tree you thought you were sent to tend?"

His eyes locked with Shera's. Dread flattened her face. Her lips bleached pale as she
cleared away instruments, hands moving with forced precision, as if tidying might restore the
world.

"It means," Mehiel said, gentle yet authoritative, "the tree never needed our tending."

"Why would God do this?" Zephyr's voice held the soft disbelief of a child discovering
his parents' mortality. "Why separate us, teach us to see ourselves as foreign and holy, and

reunite us only now, in the shadow of ruin?"
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"Perhaps it was our pride that shadowed the truth. Convinced us we were separate when
we were always one" Mehiel replied. "It may not be so bleak. If we are the same species, guilty
as they are, then the same grace in the scriptures must reach us too."

Zephyr shook his head, a fragile denial. "Our prophets spoke of a Great Reconciliation, a
gathering of lost remnants, the mending of Adam's broken line. But if we are broken too, and
have only forgotten—" His words failed.

Mehiel continued. "On my world, every sermon begins with one word: 'Remember.' We
thought it meant remembering the better covenant, our exodus after Babel, our ancestors' trek
through the void. Remembering we were special, not depraved. Now I wonder if it was always a
plea to remember we were, ever and always, human."

"Does this change anything?" Abel asked.

"It changes everything," Mehiel said. "Our medicine, our theology, our claim to the
Promise. If we are Adamites, then our redemption must come as theirs did."

"You know the story of Babel," Mehiel, addressing the group, continued. "Your prophets
told it: the languages split, nations scattered."

Heads nodded, curiosity building.

"Not just language," Mehiel said. "Worlds. We were driven out, or drawn away, but the
origin is the same. No separate creation. We are Earth's children, exiles, not from heaven, but
from here."

Zephyr whispered, "We were never chosen."

Naira touched his arm, an awkward but necessary gesture. "Yes, we were. Just not in the
way we imagined. And we weren't abandoned. We are a story that lost its way."

A silence followed, alive with fragile hope.
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Zephyr gripped the back of a metal chair, knuckles pale, and exhaled. Tension peeled
away from the room like a shroud lifted from a body.

"There is one more matter," Zephyr said, his voice regaining iron. "The authorities are
closing in. We must decide if our journey ends in Jerusalem, or if we vanish into the sand."

The abbot entered, worry etched into every line of his face. "Israeli forces are searching
every road north," he said in English. "You must leave by morning, or not at all."

Abel nodded. "We go tonight."

The group fragmented—some gathered belongings, others prayed, some argued in sharp,
whispered clusters. Reza lingered, uncertain of his place, watching Zephyr and Abel confer: the
old scholar faded, the young leader alight with new conviction.

Shera and Naira worked the sequencer, recalibrating, hunting for explanations. Their
hands shook with every keystroke.

Reza traced the sanctuary's edge, palm on cold stone and warm wood, stained glass
spilling fractured light across his skin. The group's uncertainty pulsed around him, a raw
contagion of possibility.

The bell rang again, not a summons, but a warning. Outside, monks loaded crates of
water and bread into a battered minivan, moving with brisk resignation.

At the threshold, Zephyr's voice cut through the murmur: "We leave at sundown. Those
who wish to remain may. But if you want to see Jerusalem, come now."

Reza lingered near the wall as the group split, a few drifting toward the door, the rest
slipping back into the sanctuary's dim corners. Those who stood with Abel moved with quiet

urgency, as if suffering had at last found its purpose.
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He caught Zephyrt's eye. The old man nodded: a silent agreement that the story would
continue, even if neither could see its end.

As the last light passed through the stained glass, colors spilled across the
sanctuary—reds, golds, the impossible blue of distant galaxies. For the first time, Reza saw not a
congregation, but a family, newly formed, newly wounded.

He stepped outside into the evening, into the possibility that history could bend in circles,
and that the deepest scars could catch the light, beautiful for a moment before the night

swallowed them.

At dawn, frost covered the courtyard, vanishing as the stones warmed under the coming
sun. Sister Mariam gathered them beneath the archway, her face carved with fatigue and resolve.
She wore a windbreaker in place of her habit, a battered keffiyeh cinched around her jaw. Her
gaze swept each face, a silent muster before the inevitable loss.

"The path's open," she said. "We follow what's left of the Roman road past Scythopolis
into Nazareth. We meet the truck there." She lifted a hand, silencing the ripple of concern. "The
stones remain, no matter what the satellites miss. The Crusaders built well."

Zephyr nodded, composure restored. "And from Nazareth?"

A quick twitch at Mariam's mouth. "A safehouse in Haifa. Then—God

willing—Jerusalem."
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The plan settled over them like an old coat, accepted by those whose lives had become an
unending departure. They packed what little remained, and before leaving, Abel called them
together for prayer—a fragile braid of tongues, meaning doubled and redoubled in translation.

The walk stripped away illusions. The Roman road no longer offered a straight path but
twisted through fallow fields, ducked under flyovers, and surfaced in the land's faint creases.
They moved by night, resting by day in crumbling cisterns and under the thorned crowns of
acacia.

Near the Jordan, patrols boxed them in. Drone traffic thickened, the air thrumming with
the low whine of surveillance. They veered toward the river, pressing into tall grass as
searchlights combed the banks.

At that muddy bend of a river, hallowed and desecrated countless times, Abel knelt and
waved them close.

"Here," he said, "the journey began. Let us mark it again."

They waded in, one by one, until all stood in the shallows. Abel recited childhood words
from a vanished world, Zephyr echoing with the cadence of his own. Shera, arms crossed,
lingered on the bank until Naira stepped into the water. Then she joined, unwilling to let another
prove that flesh is flesh, wherever born.

They baptized each other—not for a covenant, but for memory. Each immersion anchored
who they had been and who they might yet become.

Reza remained on the shore, the ache flaring in his chest. He didn't enter the water, but he

didn't look away.
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Days folded into each other. The road rose, towns thickened, and the air salted with the
sea. By Haifa's outskirts, exhaustion hollowed them into strangers. Even Mariam's shoulders
drooped.

The safehouse squatted above a mechanic's garage, windows painted black, stairwell
veiled in sagging razor wire. Inside, bare rooms greeted them, but clean. A basket of oranges and
a loaf of bread waited on the table. Reza ate slowly, grateful for the hush, the pause in urgency.

Night fell, carrying a rare peace. The group slept, in shifts or not at all. Abel, Shera, and
Zephyr took the main room. Children collapsed in tangles of limbs and blankets.

Reza discovered an old television, its screen marred by static but the antenna still
clinging to function. He turned the dials, catching scraps of news from Tel Aviv, Amman, Beirut.
Most dissolved into noise until a bulletin broke through, the anchor's voice quivering with fear.

A city under lockdown filled the screen, streets clogged with armored vehicles, crowds
pressing against barricades. Rumors swirled of a phenomenon shaking Jerusalem—a radiant
upheaval no one could ignore.

A grainy feed flickered, showing the Dome of the Rock drenched in a light that rose from
the earth instead of falling from the sky. The reporter's words stumbled through accounts of
tremors rattling ancient stones, voices in a dozen languages insisting that what unfolded could
mean only one thing:

The End, or the Beginning.

Reza leaned back, the old shiver crawling over his skin, and for the first time since the
journey began, he let himself believe exile might have carried purpose.

He glanced at the others, shadows breathing in the half-light, and wondered if anyone,

anywhere, could ever be ready to come home.
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Chapter 9: The Caesarea Accord

The pilgrims watched the city burn on a stolen television, its signal scrambled and
patched together. The safehouse, a crumbling tenement outside Haifa, felt less like a home than a
forgotten tomb. The television sat on a concrete block, its antenna replaced by a tangle of copper
wire that buzzed with static. The casing, marked with the words AL JAZEERA, flickered
erratically between Arabic, English, and a dozen other tongues, as the feed pirated from satellites
twisted and warped.

Reza sat at the edge of the circle, notebook open but still. His pen hovered above the
page, forgotten. The pilgrims' faces flickered in the TV's light: Zephyr, gaunt and tense, like a
man marked by time; Abel, his eyes sunken but alert, tracking every movement on screen;
Lumina-12, hands folded, her face not in prayer but caught between awe and terror. The rest of
them huddled together on cracked linoleum, each breath fogging the air, despite the heat.

The screen split. On the left, the scorched remains of the pilgrims' ship in the Negev,

suspended on a scaffold like a broken monument. On the right, the ticker flashed: "UN
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Emergency Session Demands 'Alien Cult' Handover." Beneath, grainy security footage showed
men in blue gloves probing the vessel's core, their tools meant for destruction, not reverence.

The room held its breath. On screen, a technician in a white helmet scraped at the ship's
hull with a diamond-edged blade. The ticker blinked in English: "Israel Demands Immediate
Extradition; Vatican Offers Sanctuary; Tehran Declares Day of Mourning."

A bowl of pomegranate seeds passed from hand to hand. Zephyr took one, rolled it
between finger and thumb, then set it aside as if unwilling to stain himself with the juice. Abel
stared at the screen, jaw working at a fragment of dry bread. Reza made himself look away from
the spectacle and out the window, where the city waited in the half-light, as if uncertain whether
to surrender to morning or night.

A phone rang.

Not the house phone, which had been gutted for scrap long ago, but a burner cell, its
casing disguised in a cheap Hello Kitty sheath.

Reza fumbled for the phone, its plastic Hello Kitty sheath now a symbol of his fractured
world. He glanced at the screen—no code phrase, just a number he didn't recognize. The ring
was too loud, too insistent.

He answered with a single word, his voice dry as the bread on the table.

"Reza."

The voice that answered was low, smooth—diplomatic, practiced. "Levi Bar-Nathan. We
met in Eilat."

The name dropped like a stone into the room. Zephyr's head snapped up, eyes narrowing.
Abel tensed.

Reza straightened, forcing himself to stay calm. "I remember."
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Another beat of silence stretched too long, then Levi's voice again—careful, measured.
"General Navon will negotiate at Caesarea Maritima. Vatican guarantees safe passage. Arrive at
this address by noon. Don't delay."

Reza exhaled, counting heartbeats. He knew this wasn't a request; it was a test, a trap. But
no more dangerous than what they already faced.

"You know where we are?" Reza's voice remained neutral, though a trace of suspicion
flickered through him.

"Of course. But it's not my task to detain you."

Reza pressed further, his eyes flicking to the window as if expecting a sniper's rifle to
appear. "Why help us?"

There was a long silence on the other end of the line. Then, Levi's voice, quieter but still
firm. "I reviewed the Quds Force interrogation tapes."

The words meant nothing, and yet everything. Reza's grip tightened on the phone. He
glanced at Zephyr, at Abel—each face reflecting a different level of unease. The tension between
them thickened, as if they could all feel the weight of something monumental shifting.

"Don't make me waste time," Reza said, his voice hard. "I'll bring them."

"Good," Levi replied. "The world is watching."

The line clicked off, leaving only the buzz of static and a brief, lingering chill.

Zephyr's voice cut through the silence, sharp. "You trust him?"

Reza's gaze stayed fixed on the window, but his voice didn't waver. "No. But we have
little to bargain with."

Abel turned to the others, speaking in their language—a quick exchange, words stripped

to their core. The conclusion was clear: hope, in this world, was always debased.
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Lumina-12, quiet until now, broke the stillness. "If we go, we die. If we stay, we die
slower. The math is indifferent."

Reza studied her, his voice soft but decisive. "We have no allies, except the eyes that
watch us now. If we survive, we must become a story they cannot kill without consequence."

Zephyr's gaze lingered on him for a moment before shifting away. Abel's nod was a quiet
surrender.

They began to prepare. Sister Mariam, the woman who had run the safehouse with
ruthless efficiency, appeared with a duffel bag of disguises—windbreakers, baseball caps, fake
spectacles. She dressed each of them with the precision of a soldier, muttering an old prayer
under her breath.

When she reached Reza, she pinned a Star of David button to his collar. Her smile was
both maternal and malicious. "They'll never expect a Persian to wear it."

The vans arrived as expected, their UN blue license plates a stark contrast against the
dusty road. Reza, riding shotgun, kept the burner phone pressed against his leg, its weight a
constant reminder of the precarious path ahead.

The journey to Caesarea felt like an endless drift, each checkpoint a reminder of their
fragile position. The soldiers at every IDF barrier waved them through with a glance, indifferent
to the human cargo within. The radio buzzed with the latest updates—BBC and Al Jazeera
debating the merits of "containment" versus "integration," while NPR hosted a retired NASA
theologian warning of spiritual rather than technological dangers.

At the third checkpoint, Reza's van was boarded by a soldier named Ezra. He rifled
through the duftfel bags with casual efficiency, but stopped when he opened the glove

compartment. In his hand, a small earpiece, its casing faintly marked with the Mossad insignia.
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Ezra held it up. "This yours?"

Reza nodded slowly, not bothering to speak. Ezra pocketed the device, waved them on.

The van continued its journey, the ruins of the Roman aqueduct looming in the distance
as the coastal road began to stretch wide. Reza's eyes never left the rearview mirror, the weight
of impending events pressing harder with each passing mile. When the driver finally slowed,
handing him the active earpiece, Reza understood the message.

"You'll need this," the driver muttered without turning.

Reza took the earpiece, the cold stud against his skin familiar, its quiet hum sending a
shiver through him as it clicked into place. The voice came immediately, as intimate as a
whisper: "Reza. You are being watched."

Reza smiled, but there was no humor in it—only recognition. The world had always been
watching; now he was just part of the story they waited to unfold.

He leaned out the window, the Mediterranean's blue horizon unfolding before him. The
words his grandmother had once said echoed in his mind: "In the end, you do not resist. You do
not surrender. You only continue."

With a deep breath, he closed his eyes and let the road take him where it would.

Caesarea Maritima did not hide its scars. The ancient stones of Herod's palace jutted from
the sea like the vertebrae of some mythic beast, each block scored by centuries of wind, salt, and
conquest. They had chosen the only room with an intact roof—a barrel vault of Roman concrete,

patched here and there with acrylic and rebar, but still echoing the ambitions of empire. The
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conference table was a makeshift slab of pale limestone, polished so smooth it reflected every
flaw on the faces of those assembled.

General Navon arrived first, accompanied by a trio of aides whose uniforms bore the
insignia of "internal security" rather than army. He seated himself with the finality of a man who
knew every other chair could, at any moment, be rigged to explode.

Across from him, Levi Bar-Nathan—no longer in the drag of Mossad anonymity, but in a
civilian suit so nondescript it erased him from memory even as he spoke.

Archbishop Conti, in full purple regalia, leaned on a marble column at the periphery,
hands clasped in the studied neutrality of a chess grandmaster awaiting his turn.

Dr. Samira Khalid, the least adorned, wore a laboratory coat over what looked like a
vintage tracksuit. She prowled the edges of the chamber, eyes flicking between the faces and the
brittle, ocean-bleached light that crept through a slit in the dome.

Reza entered last, the pilgrims trailing behind him. Zephyr, face drawn with the gravity of
a man about to officiate his own funeral. Abel, steps light and precise, as if the floor might shift
at any moment. Lumina-12, hands folded, not in prayer, but in the posture of a child who has
memorized the rules of etiquette and despises them.

No one shook hands. Instead, they all regarded the table, as if waiting for it to produce
the terms of surrender on its own.

Navon began with no preamble, only the gritted cadence of a man whose patience had
been spent long before any of the others arrived. "You are fugitives in our country," he said, his
voice thick with the granules of sabbath hangover and the bitterness of a campaign that had

turned victory into an endless siege. He didn't look at Reza so much as fire the words at him—a
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warning shot, not a greeting. "You have stolen, lied, and, by some accounts, incited global panic.
Why should I negotiate with you?"

His eyes were the eyes of a man who counted every word against the cost of his own
career, his own skin, his own son's future. Reza saw it at once: the fatigue, the calculation, the
faint scent of resignation that clung to men who had learned all the lessons of power, but could
not forget how quickly those lessons turned to ash.

Reza produced the dossier from his jacket, blue folder an artifact already softened at the
corners by too much sweat and handling. It was the stack of IRGC interrogation transcripts, most
pages vandalized by the black marker of censorship, but still legible in the parts that mattered
most—the record of betrayal and pain that grew thicker with every retelling. He slid it across the
table as if sliding an overdue bill, the air in the room holding, for a moment, the thrum of an
uncertain duel.

Navon glanced at the top sheet, the angular Hebrew notation leaping out at him like a
rebuke. He did not pick it up. He did not need to. He turned a page with the back of a knuckle,
eyes flicking up to Reza like a cormorant eyeing a dead fish floating by. "You think this is news
to me?"

Reza did not answer, not directly. Instead, he let the weight of the dossier rest between
them—a marker, a buried mine, an unspoken accusation of kinship deeper than either would
confess aloud. Then he spoke, his Farsi inflected with just enough Hebrew that the insult would
be unmistakable, the syllables razor-bright: "You became what you feared, General. Another
jailer of the truth."

Conti's eyes flicked upward from their penance of prayerful clasping, the corners of his

mouth twitching at the word "truth" as if the very idea was a private heresy. Dr. Khalid, arms
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folded like a barricade across her chest, seemed not to hear. She was absorbed, as always, in a
calculus of trajectories and risk, eyes tracing lines along the cracks of the dome, following
vectors only she could see.

Navon stared for another moment at the dossier, then snapped it shut with a flick of his
wrist. He balanced its dead weight on the tips of his fingers, as if considering throwing it into the
sea, and said, "I am not afraid of truth, Mr. ibn Mahmud. I am afraid of what happens when it
falls into the wrong hands."

The emphasis was deliberate, almost loving in its contempt. For a flicker, the room
seemed to lean in, suspended on the edge of that word: wrong. It was not the truth that frightened
men like Navon—it was the memory of how quickly truth recruited its own army of zealots and
madmen.

Levi Bar-Nathan snorted—a soft, involuntary sound, like the grunt of a dog at a distant

neighbor. Even he seemed startled by it. "And who decides which hands are right?"

Now it was Navon's turn to show his teeth, but the gesture was a scalpel. "Not you. Not
anymore."

Conti, practicing the ancient Roman sport of speaking last, let the silence mature before
entering. He stepped away from his marble column—robes trailing not a little like the Vatican's
flag at half-mast—and took a seat beside Navon. "Gentlemen," he said, voice warm as risotto but
edged with centuries of Vatican intrigue, "this is a very old story. Babel all over again. The world
cannot abide a miracle if it comes wrapped in heresy."

Navon's face said he'd heard worse. "I am told your ship is... unique," he pressed,

refusing to be outflanked by ritual. His gaze had shifted to Zephyr, as though finally
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acknowledging that the true power in the room was the one who looked least at home in it. "That
it cannot be duplicated, even by the Americans or the Chinese. Is that true?"

Zephyr, whose hands until now had been folded on the table in a posture of resigned
prayer, opened them. His voice was clear, brittle, every word measured as if he were constructing
a new language from scratch. "There is only one. And it is already dead, as far as we are
concerned."

Navon grunted, the sound curdled with disbelief. "So you say. But every government on
Earth believes it could change the balance of power forever. Your friends in Tehran, especially."

Levi, not missing a beat, produced a folder of his own—thin, glossy, marked with the
scarlet stripe of internal use only. He set it on the table with the air of a magician revealing a
trick's secret. "Here is the report. The core is inert. Without the pilgrims' direct interface, it
cannot be started. Mossad's best have spent three weeks tearing it apart, and it remains as dead as
the Ark of the Covenant in a museum."

Navon opened the folder, his thumb smudging the edge in a slow, practiced motion.
Inside, photos of the vessel's "core"—the ships heart—next to a ruler, a Mossad technician's hand
gloved in latex, the numbers inscrutable to anyone but the initiated. Navon read the summary,

then closed the file with a sigh so heavy Reza felt it in his own lungs. "So it is a paperweight."

"For now," said Levi, with the confidence of a man who had already composed the
future's footnotes in his head.
Samira Khalid finally spoke, her voice soft but slicing as a scalpel: "If you cannot

activate it, why demand it be handed over?"
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Navon did not look at her. "Because it is not just a technology. It is a symbol. And
symbols are dangerous."

Reza scribbled this in his notebook, the ink catching in the tooth of the handmade paper.
"So you will destroy it?"

Navon shook his head. "We will dismantle it. Every nation will send an observer. The UN
will monitor. We will make it useless to all, forever."

Zephyr's face registered neither surprise nor disappointment. He had seen it played out a
million times on a thousand worlds: the compulsion to break what cannot be controlled. "That is
your right. But what of us?"

Navon turned toward him, and the room's temperature seemed to drop a half degree. "You
are, technically, not people. Not in the eyes of our law." He hesitated—a rare thing, for a man
who spent his life compressing cruelty into policy. "You are property of the state."

Somewhere outside, a helicopter battered the air, the sound of its rotors a reminder that
history was always waiting to digest the present. Reza felt a pulse in his own neck, but his voice
held steady. "Then why bring us here?"

This time, Navon actually laughed—a single bark that startled even the stone. "Because
there are cameras outside the door, and half the world's media is camped on the beach. You think
I want to be the man who erased the first miracle in a thousand years? Even my enemies are not
that stupid."

Archbishop Conti, who had spent the last minute scribbling marginalia on a sheet of
Vatican parchment with a gold pen, now slid it across the table so that it landed flush with the
UN folder. The script was in Latin, but the translation—typed on a ribbon of onion-skin attached

with a paperclip—was clipped to the page. It was a homily by John Chrysostom, fourth century:
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"The Church grew not by seizing power, but by surrendering it. The blood of the martyrs watered
the seeds of faith."

Navon read it, lips moving just enough to parse the English, and then looked at Conti
with open contempt. "You want us to make them martyrs? Is that it?"

Conti spread his hands, the movement a ballet of innocence and resignation. "You have
already done so, whether you wish it or not."

A silence fell, this one more profound than the last. For a moment, all that could be heard
was the slow, relentless churn of the sea against the palace's ancient stones. The sound was so
regular, so indifferent, that it threatened to smother all the intensity of the room. Reza felt it deep
in his chest—the knowledge that nothing here would matter for long, unless it was translated into
story.

Levi broke the silence. "There is a way forward," he said, his tone shifting from
bureaucratic to almost intimate, as though the next words would be recited in a confession booth.
"Grant them asylum. Under UN protection, with Vatican oversight. They become a matter of
religious freedom, not national security."

Navon considered this, the muscles of his jaw twitching in silent calculus. "And the
ship?"

"Destroyed," said Levi, "but only under their supervision, and streamed to the world.
Total transparency."

Samira Khalid leaned forward, arms folded, seeking a leverage point. "That still leaves
the question of what happens when they breed. Or when others arrive."

Navon watched Zephyr, as if measuring the odds that the alien's next shrug would be the

one that doomed them all. "And what about the Gospel? The message?"
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Zephyr's expression was unreadable, but the words came without hesitation. "It was
always meant to be shared."

Reza scribbled a line: The only thing they cannot kill is the story.

The negotiations broke for the night, and resumed the next morning, and the next. For
seventy-two hours they circled the same points, each time shaving away a little more of their
hope until only the shape of surrender remained.

On the third day, as the sun bled up through the gap in the dome, Navon stood and recited
the terms:

—The pilgrims would be granted religious asylum, housed in a neutral territory under
UN jurisdiction, with full Vatican oversight and medical monitoring by WHO.

—They would renounce all claims to technology, patents, or intellectual property derived
from their ship or their own bodies.

—They would submit to regular interviews, to be published without censorship, and
allow public scrutiny of their beliefs.

—1In exchange, they would be released from all further prosecution, and the ship would
be decommissioned in their presence, broadcast to the world.

Reza listened, and realized that it was both a victory and a defeat, depending on how you
framed it.

Zephyr rose, and spoke on behalf of the group. "We accept. Not as a bargain, but as a
testament."

Navon nodded, relief flooding his features for the first time.

Archbishop Conti took Reza's hand, pressed a small cross into his palm. "You have done

more than you know," he whispered.
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Levi packed up the dossiers, not looking at anyone.
Outside, the sea hammered the stones, reminding them that even empires, even miracles,
are ground to sand in the end.

The ink on the agreement was still wet when the doors opened, and the new world began.

The church was a splinter in the skin of the city, too old to be torn down, too holy to be
gentrified. Its stones had absorbed the prayers and curses of a dozen crusades, its pews whittled
to smoothness by the hands of ghosts. A scaffolding of modern LEDs ran up the nave, wired by
technicians in UN-blue jumpsuits, every lamp aimed at the fractured altar where Zephyr and the
pilgrims now stood.

It was midday, and the nave was choked with an audience drawn not by faith but by the
promise of spectacle. Navon sat in the front row, his posture more that of a man in a firing squad
than a witness to history. Beside him, the assembled council: Conti, Khalid, a scattering of
dignitaries whose names would fade from memory as soon as the cameras powered down. Abel,
flanked by Lumina-12 and the others, wore a simple robe the color of spilled ink. His eyes
tracked every movement, but his hands betrayed a nervous tremor.

Zephyr addressed the assembly not from the pulpit, but from the base of the altar, his
voice amplified by the microphone but still impossibly calm. "We have agreed to your terms," he

said. "We will dismantle the ship ourselves—not as surrender, but as sacrifice."
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A murmuration ran through the room. Reza, seated in the apse, watched the pilgrims
move with choreographed grace. No one wept. No one prayed. It was the sort of silence that
attends only the most private of humiliations.

Abel stepped forward, holding a transparent case no larger than a communion wafer.
Inside, a single data crystal, its core alive with a gentle blue pulse. He walked to Navon and
presented it, hands open.

"Take what builds life," said Abel. "We keep only the Gospel."

Navon accepted the crystal. For a moment, he stared at it, the light reflecting off his palm.
Then he handed it to one of his aides, never meeting Abel's gaze.

In the nave, technicians finished their final checks. One of the pilgrims, Thaddeus-9,
carried a compact orb—the heart of the ship, now inert, but still beautiful, its skin a lattice of
gold and obsidian. He placed it on the altar, and with a practiced gesture, pressed his palm to its
surface.

A shudder ran through the nave. The orb ignited, not with heat or flame, but with a
cascade of warm light, pouring across the pews and up into the vaults. The audience gasped as
the LEDs overhead synchronized, washing the ancient arches in a spectrum of color that had no
name.

Zephyr spoke again, this time reciting in the pilgrims' own tongue. The words were
guttural, half-chanted, half-sobbed, and though Reza understood none of it, he felt the weight
settle on his chest.

Above the altar, a shimmer: the orb projected a hologram, a sphere of text and image,
rotating with deliberate slowness. In the center, a phrase, rendered in perfect, antique Greek:

"Eav w1 6 kokkog oD 6iTov TEGOV €ig TNV YTV Amoddv, avtog povog pévet:"
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Around it, eleven more versions of the same verse, each in the script of the eleven
worlds:

"If a grain of wheat does not fall to the earth and die, it remains alone; but if it dies, it
bears much fruit."

The hologram cycled through the languages, pausing on each for exactly three heartbeats.

In the pews, no one moved.

The orb began to dim, its latticework fading to black. The hologram contracted, spiraling
into itself until only a single dot remained. Then that, too, was gone.

Zephyr bowed his head. Abel followed, and then the others, each in turn.

Navon stood, not bothering to mask the exhaustion in his face. He nodded to Zephyr, then
to the room. "It is done," he said, and for once, even his voice held a note of reverence.

As the cameras powered down, the pilgrims remained at the altar, heads bowed, the
silence now less the sound of defeat than the first moment after a birth.

Reza watched them, and for the first time since the journey began, he felt not the urge to
write, but the urge to believe.

Outside, the bells of the city rang, announcing nothing in particular, only that another
hour had passed, and that some things, once surrendered, could not be reclaimed.

In the church, the last of the light lingered on the stones, and for a moment, even the

ghosts seemed satisfied.

The world responded with the choreography of a controlled detonation.
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On Al Jazeera, the anchor—his tie loosened, hair sweating against his forehead—read the
headline off a teleprompter that struggled to keep pace with events: "BREAKING: ALIENS
CHOOSE FAITH OVER FIREPOWER." The chyron below scrolled through the summary in
three languages, but the images told the real story: the pilgrims bowed before the dead orb, the
church awash in impossible light, the moment of surrender looped on infinite replay.

On BBC, the newscaster's accent lent every word an aura of unimpeachable fact: "In an
unprecedented act of humility, the visitors from beyond our planet have chosen to destroy their
only vessel, rather than risk an arms race or global panic." The reporter outside the ruined church
used words like "epochal," "moving," and "possibly naive," but her eyes betrayed something
closer to awe.

Fox News ran with "SPACE CHRISTIANS DESTROY MIRACLE TECH, DEMAND
ASYLUM,," and the guests—two retired generals, an ex-NASA whistleblower, and a
televangelist with gold-plated teeth—talked over one another until the screen dissolved into a
four-way split of red, white, and apoplexy.

In Beijing, Weibo threads about the event were scrubbed within minutes, leaving only a
constellation of ghost posts: "We should have taken it for ourselves." "Let the foreigners waste
their own miracles." "Why do we always watch while the world changes?" For every meme
deleted, a new one blossomed—grainy stills of the orb, captions in subversive code, the event
reborn as rumor and legend in real time.

At UN Headquarters in New York, the plaza became a battleground. On the north side,
secularists hoisted placards reading "MIRACLES FOR ALL," "WORLD HUNGER ENDS

HERE," and "TECH NOW, FAITH LATER." Their chants alternated between the algorithmic
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("What do we want? The Core! When do we want it? Now!") and the desperate ("No More Gods,
No More Lies!").

On the south side, the religious groups formed a procession of candles and cell phones,
the latter live-streaming their own hymns back to the mother churches in Manila, Kinshasa, Sao
Paulo. They sang in every language, the air thick with incense and longing, banners reading
"THE WORD IS ENOUGH," "BLESS THE STRANGERS," "PEACE IN OUR TIME."

Between the two lines, an expanding wedge of security in blue helmets and orange vests.
The police stood impassive, arms locked, faces sheened with the anticipation of violence. Drones
drifted overhead, their lenses open as wide as the sky.

In the church in Haifa, Reza watched the aftermath unfold on a battered tablet, the
bandwidth choked but never entirely dead. He cycled through the feeds, pausing on the image of
the orb—dead, yes, but now transformed into a relic. He wondered if all faiths needed their
relics, their moments of public defeat. If the only way to win was to surrender so publicly, so
ostentatiously, that the world could not help but take notice.

He looked up from the screen to see Zephyr at the window, gaze fixed on the horizon.
Abel slept on a cot, arms folded across his chest in the posture of a man already at rest.
Lumina-12 traced a cross on the dusty glass, as if to sign the room for protection.

Outside the window, a siren wailed. Somewhere in the city, bells rang, echoing the sound
from the day before.

Reza closed his notebook, not because the story was finished, but because it had begun
again. He tried to imagine what would happen next: a century from now, would anyone

remember the moment of surrender, or just the fact of the miracle? Would the world learn to live
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without the promise of an unkillable weapon, or would the same cycle play out, over and over, in
new and more inventive disguises?

He did not know.

On the tablet, a final feed cut in—a shaky, hand-held shot from the steps of the UN. The
two crowds had merged into a single voice, a polyglot roar, the banners blurred together in the
wind. For a moment, the camera panned upward, catching the sky over New York: blue,
cloudless, indifferent.

Somewhere, Reza knew, Levi was watching too. He wondered if they would ever meet
again, or if their stories would only cross in the footnotes, the places history left for those who
kept their heads down and eyes open.

He turned off the tablet, and sat in the dark, listening to the city. The sound was neither
peace nor war, but something in between: the breathing of a world that had not yet decided
which story to tell next.

For the first time, he found himself content to wait.
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Chapter 10: Shattered Illusions

At sunrise, Jerusalem looked less like a city of gold—as the psalms had promised—and
more like a patient blinking in the light of its own sickroom. The stones, cold and bleached by
years of sun and blood, pulsed with a quiet, unspoken history of suffering. Rumors buzzed
through the alleys, thick as the air that carried them.

The pilgrims' arrival fulfilled countless prophecies, but the streets recoiled at the presence
of prophecy made flesh, as though unwilling to admit that something divine could walk upright
in this forgotten city.

Abel led them through the old city, his steps deliberate, his back straight despite the
fatigue pressing down on him. Zephyr followed half a pace behind, his gait slower, more labored.
The others trailed in single file, each step an awkward negotiation with Earth's gravity.

The city awaited them, but the pilgrims had not prepared for the city that greeted them.
Every stone, every sharp corner pushed back against their presence. Though physically different,

they remained unmistakably human—but nothing in their bodies had learned to move in this
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world. They realized too late that Earth's gravity felt heavy, and the city itself heavier still, as if it
had grown weary of waiting for a redemption that never came.

Locals watched from shopfronts and balconies, their eyes wary, detached—Ilike those
observing tourists or animals in strange costumes. Those who recognized the pale, almost
translucent skin and the spectral grace of their movements did so with resigned curiosity, the
kind reserved for the inconceivable once it becomes unavoidable. Few tourists—thinned by a
harsh visa regime—snapped pictures, mouths agape, not in awe but in a nameless expression.

A reporter, clearly intimidated, whispered into a headset: "The alien pilgrims are now
entering the Armenian quarter."

Abel ignored the attention. Zephyr glanced back, meeting the camera's eye—not with
defiance or fear, but with the dull weight of exhaustion. His look held resignation, as if nothing
on Earth could surprise him anymore.

They wore dark, long-sleeved clothes their handlers had issued—meant to help them
blend in, though they only drew attention. Nothing fit quite right. Sleeves hung too long, collars
sagged, and the seams—hastily let out by a local tailor—gaped at every shift of their bodies.
Abel tried to move with dignity, but the uneven, ancient stones mocked each step and every
attempt at grace.

He scanned the city—its worn streets and crumbling buildings. This wasn't the Jerusalem
he'd imagined. The city had always symbolized hope, a place where light overcame darkness,
where peace flowed like a river.

Their sacred texts described Earth as the cradle of salvation, the place where the Maker
descended to His people. Walking this city meant tracing the very steps of divinity. But in the

early morning light, it felt like something else. The city felt... broken. Abandoned.



Davis / Unveiled / 170

Heat from the stone streets seeped into his bones—not the sun's heat, but something else:
a simmering unrest, a tension that clung to the air. The hum of the city vibrated against his skin,
not with joy but with something darker. Each step grew heavier. His feet didn't tire from Earth's
gravity but from the burden of the city's history—the weight of broken promises and unanswered
prayers.

Every few blocks, he paused to consult the device—a small, faceted instrument that
wasn't a compass but something stranger, designed to trace the "deep memory" of places. The
erratic needle pulled him toward a crossroads where history writhed underfoot, ancient and
unseen.

Abel turned it once and led them left at the next intersection, up a flight of stairs so worn
by the centuries that they had concaved beneath the weight of every conqueror from Hadrian
onward. At the top, he stopped again, the burden of what lay ahead pressing into him. Jerusalem
no longer resembled the city of peace they had imagined. This place stood fractured, scarred by
too many hands—both divine and human.

Their destination, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, loomed ahead—a mass of stone,
shadow, and holiness. Abel had studied it: photographs, reconstructions, virtual walkthroughs.
But nothing had prepared him for the weight of the place. The air pressed in, dense with
centuries of prayer. The architecture gripped history like a vice. This was the axis mundi—the
place where the world had both bled and been healed.

As they stood before the church, Abel watched the priests prepare for mass, his eyes
gleaming with reverence.

Abel: "Just take a look around, Zephyr. This place still draws people in to worship. It has

to mean something, right? A testament to how resilient faith can be."
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Zephyr (distracted, gaze flickering over the crowd): "Faith... sure, but is it really that
simple? Look deeper. How many of these people are caught up in their own divisions? The same
old factions that have torn this place apart for ages. How many conflicts have erupted here, all in
the name of faith?"

Abel looked at Zephyr, his expression calm, as if holding on to something Zephyr
couldn't yet see.

Inside, the church tangled contradiction and beauty. Stillness clung to ancient stones,
while chaos pulsed through human presence—candelabras, incense smoke, banners heavy with
gold thread and dust. Greek Orthodox clergy bustled to maintain a semblance of order. A
Catholic priest whispered with his brothers near the altar, flushed with the anxiety of spectacle.
Copts in black cassocks—soaking up light like shadows—argued over liturgical seating.

Abel felt torn between awe and disgust. He tried to pray, but the words came in the lilting
melody of his homeworld—a blend of Edenic Hebrew and the strange vowels of exile. The
sound settled into the church's dome like a gentle benediction, yet something felt wrong.

His companions knelt awkwardly at the stone of unction. The angles of their bodies
betrayed them—imperfect postures that marked them as outsiders. Yet their faces shone, open
with something raw and unrefined. And for a moment, Abel believed this ruined world might
one day be capable of grace.

Then came the argument.

A Greek and an Armenian, battling over the first light of the candle at the tomb. Old
words, ancient insults ricocheted through the nave. Bystanders, until then silent, joined in. A
Franciscan tried to mediate but got caught in the crossfire. His thurible flew across the room.

Scorched myrrh filled the air, followed by the stench of sweat.
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The scene collapsed into chaos. Candles tipped. Vestments tore. An icon shattered—its
gilded frame cracking like the shell of a dying insect. The monks, embodiments of prayer
moments earlier, now fought with the precision of men too practiced in sacred violence.

Abel froze, paralyzed by the truth: he too stood trapped in a world that fought over its
holiness.

One young pilgrim—her face still soft with faith—tried to intervene but got shoved hard,
skidding across the flagstones, her robes dragging filth as they tore.

Zephyr moved faster. He lifted her with a gentleness more miraculous than anything Abel
had seen in this holy place. The group huddled in a corner, trembling.

Abel searched the room for some sign of authority—someone who might restore order.
But no such figure emerged. Only chaos reigned, a city, a world determined to collapse under the
weight of its own stories.

The brawl faded as quickly as it erupted. The participants retreated, gathered their
dignity, re-lit candles, and reset broken icons. The liturgy resumed as if nothing had happened.

Abel steadied the young pilgrim as she caught her breath. Zephyr met his gaze, and for
the first time, Abel saw no serene faith—only a terror so deep it bordered on ecstasy.

They left the church in silence. Outside, the city hadn't changed. The sky still burned the
color of a fresh bruise. Abel tried to pray again, but the words faltered.

This was no place for prayer.
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As the pilgrims departed from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the air thickened with a
palpable unease. The cobblestone streets leading to the Temple Mount pulsed with a cacophony
of shouts and chants. Protesters surged through the narrow alleys, fists clenched defiantly, their
voices intertwining in a discordant symphony of languages, each syllable laced with fervent
indignation. The pilgrims navigated this tumultuous sea of humanity with hesitant steps, acutely
aware that their arrival had unwittingly transformed them into an unwelcome focal point amidst
the city's simmering unrest.

Abel observed the scene with quiet contemplation, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts. The
faces of the protesters, filled with fury and frustration, mirrored the divisions he had been trying
to ignore. A part of him still clung to the idea that they were meant to witness the final
transformation, to see Earth as it was intended to be—a world of peace, reconciliation, and
divine fulfillment. But the scene before him made that vision feel distant, almost irrelevant.

Abel (quietly, observing the scene):

"All this anger and hatred... it has to lead to something greater. Perhaps this is what the
scriptures intended—Earth requires this transformation."

Zephyr, always quieter than the rest, spoke in a low, somber tone, his eyes tracing the
chaos unfolding around them. He watched as men clashed with police officers, while others
exchanged heated arguments over religious symbols and territorial disputes.

Zephyr (speaking softly, almost to himself):

"Or maybe it's beyond redemption. Maybe we arrived too late. Look at them... fighting
over issues that should have been resolved long ago. There's no peace here, Abel."

Abel was taken aback by Zephyr's words. His mentor, his rock, no longer carried the

same belief that had sustained him through every trial. He had always believed in the power of
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their mission—their pilgrimage to Earth, the center of all spiritual significance. But now, in the
face of this violence, Abel found himself doubting, too.

Abel (clinging to hope, despite the doubt):

"But there are still people like us who come with hope, who recognize the truth in the
ancient story... People who can be moved by the presence we bring."

Zephyr (shaking his head, a faint bitterness in his voice):

"Hope alone isn't enough. And stories don't save worlds."

Abel's gaze lingered on Zephyr. The weight of those words hung heavy between them.
Abel had always believed in the power of the narrative they carried, the transformative story of
Christ and redemption that had shaped their worlds. But now, in this fractured city, the pilgrims'
story felt out of place, like an anachronism, irrelevant in the face of Earth's ongoing divisions.

They continued walking through the streets, the dense air pressing down on them, both
from the physical weight of Earth's gravity and the spiritual weight of the city itself. The
pilgrims' once-vibrant clothes now felt like alien fabric on their bodies—uncomfortable,
ill-fitting, and drawing unwanted attention. The people around them, indifferent or curious,
watched from a distance, their eyes lingering with a mixture of bewilderment and suspicion.

The Temple Mount wasn't a mountain so much as a vast, flat expanse—a meticulously
constructed platform designed to obliterate differences and assert control.

Each morning, the brisk breeze that swept across its surface wiped away remnants of the
past. It was the same wind that had silently witnessed the city's power shift hands countless

times.



Davis / Unveiled / 175

The path leading there twisted through the narrow, crumbling alleys of the Muslim
Quarter. Stalls lined the way, their tables crowded with vibrant fabrics, fragrant spices, and
shimmering trinkets.

Merchants stood watch, their eyes cold and calculating as they scrutinized the steady
stream of pilgrims. Their expressions weren't those of welcoming hosts from tales of old but
rather of hardened businessmen. Men whose faces had been etched with the suspicion that the
world had shortchanged them and who were determined to reclaim their due. They would take it
now, fully and without hesitation, from every passerby. The faces of the merchants and civilians
were cold and assessing, regarding the pilgrims as little more than curiosities—or worse,
intruders.

Abel could feel the weight of the city pressing in on him as they moved through the
crowd. His feet grew heavier with each step, not from Earth's gravity alone, but from the quiet
expectation he sensed in the air—an expectation he could not understand, but could not ignore.
The pilgrims walked in silence, the tension of their arrival becoming palpable. The once-sacred
pilgrimage to Jerusalem now felt like a farce, a doomed attempt to reconcile the unhealable rifts
in a world that had long stopped caring about its redemption.

There were three checkpoints. The first was Israeli police—young, uniformed, faces open
and already bored by the spectacle of the aliens, as if the uncanny had become one more form of
graffiti on the city's walls. The second was a cordon of blue-helmeted UN observers, their ranks
reinforced since the last incursion by a rotating cast of "peace facilitators" from nations whose
own histories of peace were largely theoretical. The final gate was manned by the Waqf,
black-clad and silent, their eyes sharp as razors, their voices used only to bark the occasional

command or correction.
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Abel had expected tension—the friction of their alien presence in a world where faith had
become as much a weapon as a comfort. Zephyr had briefed them in the language of tact and
compromise, using words like "diplomacy" and "reciprocity," as if centuries of hatred could be
dissolved by a clever application of etiquette.

But nothing had prepared them for the soundscape: the metallic clatter of barricades, the
high-pitched whine of magnetic wands, the background radiation of radios squawking in every
dialect from Brooklyn to Basra. The whole plateau was wired, surveilled, catalogued in real time
by a thousand invisible eyes.

Each checkpoint meant a search. Their diplomatic passes were scanned, rescanned, and
photographed by three different systems, each with its own ideas about security and none about
trust. Abel watched as the device was handled with latexed fingers, its interface prodded and
poked and ultimately ignored when no bomb signature registered.

He could feel the pilgrims growing uneasy as the silence between them deepened, the
unfamiliarity of the city wrapping around them like an invisible, smothering cloth. He caught a
glimpse of Zephyr, lumbering weakly in front of him, and noted the subtle hitch in his gait. The
old man was slowing down, but it wasn't only his body that faltered. It was as though the weight
of the city itself was pressing down on him. Each step required sheer willpower.

Abel paused for a moment, letting the noise of the city wash over him. His mind raced as
he tried to make sense of what they were seeing. The Jerusalem he had imagined—an Edenic
city of peace and fulfillment—was nothing like the one they now witnessed. The city's stone
streets were scarred by too much bloodshed, and the air felt thick with anger, division, and fear.
His idealism, once the driving force of their mission, now felt naive.

Abel (whispering, more to himself than anyone else):
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"What happened here? This... this is not the Jerusalem I thought we were meant to find.
This city—this world—feels so... broken. Where is the peace we were promised?"

Zephyr didn't respond immediately. He kept walking, his face a mask of exhaustion, both
physical and spiritual. His words, when they came, were slow, as if weighed down by the same
burden Abel was feeling.

Zephyr (after a long silence, almost resigned):

"Maybe we came here to witness something else. Something we weren't prepared for."

Abel's heart sank at those words. The clarity he had once felt about their mission—the
sense of purpose that had guided them across the stars—was fading, replaced by confusion and
doubt. They had come to Earth to witness the culmination of salvation, to see the fulfillment of
prophecies written long before they had ever set foot on this planet. But now, in the face of
Earth's chaos, that mission felt misplaced.

And in that moment, Abel realized their mission had changed. No longer were they
simple witnesses to a fulfilled prophecy. They were participants in a much larger drama, one not
centered on redemption—but struggle. Earth was not the place of peace they had dreamed of, but
the battlefield where the struggle for redemption remained active. They had come for peace, but
what they found was far more complicated—and far more painful—than they could have
imagined.

Yet despite the gnawing doubt, Abel refused to give up. A faint glimmer of hope
remained—one last thread he could cling to.

They pressed on.

Once through, the pilgrims paused, blinking in the fierce white light. The Mount lay

nearly empty, the domes shining gold and blue against a sky that refused to soften at
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mid-morning. A few tourists straggled around the perimeter, clutching guidebooks and water
bottles, eyes averted from the minaret that jutted above the Dome of the Rock like the world's
most persistent question mark.

Zephyr stood at the front, breathing audibly. He was the oldest, the tallest, and by
unspoken agreement the axis around which the rest of the group revolved. But today his frame
was less willowy than brittle, the skin drawn tight across his cheekbones, the hands fluttering at
his sides like something searching for purchase. He walked with the measured cadence of a man
counting his steps, each one an act of will.

Abel watched Zephyr's back, counting the irregular hitch in his gait. He had seen the
symptoms before—in the old hospitals, among the children born under low gravity, the ones
whose bones had never learned to harden against the world's insistence. It was always the lungs
that gave out first, followed by the heart, and finally the mind. But Zephyr's mind hadn't failed; if
anything, it had sharpened, grown more brilliant and strange with each passing day on Earth.

They stopped before the Dome, the sun glancing off the tiles in a blinding shimmer.
Zephyr gazed upward, lips moving in a silent litany. The others formed a loose semicircle, some
mimicking the gesture, others only staring, as if the spectacle of so much beauty in so much
squalor demanded its own kind of reverence.

Shera, standing apart from the rest, fanned herself with a folded sheet of paper—her own
medical notes, Abel realized, covered in the neat, blocky script of her world. Her skin was slick
with sweat, the copper tones leached to a dull gray by dehydration. Abel considered approaching
but thought better of it.

"Shera," he called softly, his voice strained. "You need rest."

She shook her head without looking up. "Not yet."
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They lingered, uncertain, until a security officer in a pale blue shirt gestured them
forward, toward the Western Wall plaza. It was a long walk, the kind designed to expose and
exhaust, and by the time they reached the shade of the ramp Zephyr's breathing had thinned to a
whistle.

Naira fished a device from her pocket, thumbed it open, and placed the sensor against
Shera's neck, just below the pulse. The readout flickered before stabilizing; she frowned, ran the
scan again, and this time the numbers worsened. Oxygenation had dropped, blood pressure
spiked, the telltale enzyme cascade of acute stress lighting up the display like a distress beacon.

Shera met her gaze, pupils wide and black. "I am fine," she said, though her voice was
thick, as if the language itself had grown heavy in her throat.

"Not for long," Naira replied, pitching her voice softly.

Shera managed a wan smile. "We finish what we came for."

They pressed on, the group drawing in on itself, each step a negotiation with pain. The air
around the Western Wall was cooler, shaded by the height of the ancient stones, but the crowd
density increased tenfold. A queue snaked from the security gates to the base of the Wall, men
and women separated by a low partition, the prayers on the women's side rising in a keening
drone that Abel found both familiar and unnerving.

Zephyr shuffled to the head of the group, eyes locked on the Wall. Abel followed,
positioning himself just behind, ready to catch the old man if he faltered.

The Wall itself was a palimpsest of longing: every crack stuffed with folded paper, every
stone rubbed smooth by the hands of a million supplicants. The pilgrims hesitated at the margin,
unwilling to push past the locals. For a moment, they hovered as Zephyr leaned forward, his lips

nearly touching the stone.
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The prayers here were a constant murmur, Hebrew interleaved with a dozen other
tongues. Abel heard the shouts of young men arguing over a yarmulke. Over here the hiss of an
Orthodox matron shushing her children. Over there the tinny echo of a tour guide reciting facts
for a line of Chinese pilgrims who photographed everything, including their own faces as they
wept against the Wall.

Above it all, the voice of the muezzin floated in from the Temple Mount, the call to
prayer a distant but insistent pulse. The effect was like being caught in a confluence of rivers,
each current pulling at the soul in a different direction.

Zephyr placed his palm against the Wall, fingers splayed. His breath hitched and steadied.

"We are here," he whispered, the words faint.

One of the Orthodox men shot a glance at the group, muttering something under his
breath. A few of the others noticed, turning to stare, eyes flickering with curiosity and narrowing
with suspicion.

Shera stood motionless, eyes half-closed. Naira monitored her, the device still in hand,
noting the spike in her heart rate as the scrutiny intensified.

Suddenly Zephyr's legs buckled. He went down hard, the sound of his knees hitting the
flagstone lost in the chorus of prayer. Abel lunged to catch him, but was too late. Zephyr
crumpled, head lolling forward, his hand scraping down the face of the Wall as he slid.

Shera was there in an instant, pushing Abel aside with a strength that belied her fragility.
She flipped Zephyr onto his back, fingers already at the pulse, her other hand fishing in the
pouch at her side for a vial of something clear and viscous.

A circle formed, the surrounding worshippers backing away with a mix of concern and

revulsion. One woman began to wail, convinced she was witnessing a death. Two men argued in
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rapid Hebrew over whether they should call an ambulance or the police. A pair of teenagers
filmed the scene, the red recording lights on their phones blinking like the eyes of insects.

Abel knelt, hand trembling as he fumbled to support Zephyr's head. Zephyr's eyes rolled
open, unfocused, the whites shot through with red.

"How can the cradle of salvation remain in swaddling clothes of hate?" he croaked, the
words half-remembered, half-invented.

Shera administered the injection, held Zephyr's hand and whispered words of comfort in
the tongue of their home. The effect was immediate: the tremors subsided, Zephyr's breathing
slowed, and his eyes regained a measure of clarity.

Around them, the crowd pressed closer. The security officers arrived, radios buzzing,
weapons visible. One officer, a woman with the face of a soldier and the eyes of a mother,
crouched down to assess the situation.

"Is he stable?" she asked, her English flat but precise.

Shera nodded, but did not look up.

"He needs air," Abel said, voice shaking.

The officer motioned for space. The circle widened, reluctantly, but the stares persisted,
heavy and unblinking.

Zephyr tried to rise, but Shera pressed him down. "Rest," she said, and Zephyr, for once,
obeyed.

Abel looked around, searching the faces for any sign of empathy, but saw only the hungry
curiosity of a species that had learned to expect its miracles in the form of spectacle, not mercy.

He looked at the Wall, at the notes wedged into every seam, and wondered what prayers

would be offered for them now.
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The guesthouse clung to the slopes of the Mount of Olives like a scab, its walls the color
of cheap cement, the windows filmed with the dust of a city that had never learned to mourn in
silence. At dusk, the hills to the east caught fire in the failing light, and the air filled with the
sound of doves returning to their roosts in the fissures between stones. For a moment, the world
hovered between the possible and the unendurable.

In the courtyard, the pilgrims gathered. Zephyr lay on a cot beneath the lone olive tree, its
roots buckling the tile and its leaves trembling in the faint, polluted wind. The rest of the group
had arranged themselves in a rough circle—some sitting cross-legged, others huddled under
donated blankets, their faces turned to the ground as if ashamed of their own persistence.

Abel stood at the margin, his back to the Mount, eyes locked on the device. It cast a dim,
blue glow, painting his features with the pallor of old death masks. The interface was set to
monitor not just the immediate health of the group, but the pulse of the world outside: it pulled
news, trendlines, sentiment graphs, the ambient frequencies of panic and faith radiating from
every corner of the globe.

He ran the diagnostics three times and stared, unblinking, at the final display. The
numbers were worse than in the morning. Religious violence—incidents of interfaith assault,
desecration, and mass unrest—had climbed by nearly 17% since the pilgrims' arrival. The word
"destabilizing" appeared again and again, paired with images of burning shrines, overturned
altars, bodies carried on stretchers. In places that had until now sustained a fragile

calm—Kinshasa, Nagasaki, Buenos Aires—the news was uniformly bad.
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Abel tried to parse the data, searching for a margin of error, a technical fault, anything to
lessen the blow. There was none. He double-checked the translation, as if the horror might be a
product of language, but the numbers were adamant.

He looked up, the blue haze reflected in his eyes, and addressed the group in the lingua
franca of their home:

"Our presence here is making it worse," he said. "Seventeen percent increase in just three
cycles. The model predicted a spike, but not like this. It's as if the city—no, the world—is
allergic to us."

A ripple moved through the circle. Shera closed her eyes, letting the words settle.
Lumina-12 hugged her knees to her chest, rocking slightly. Naira, who had until now maintained
a veneer of unshakable optimism, looked away, jaw clenched so tightly the muscles knotted
along her cheek.

"We should return to the vessel," said Naira, voice brittle. "We are not needed here. If
anything, we are poison."

"There is another way," said Thaddeus-9, his voice soft but urgent. "We can go public.
Make a declaration. Tell them why we came. Maybe if we clarify—"

"They know why we came," Shera cut in. "They just do not want to believe it."

Zephyr stirred on the cot. His face was ashen, the eyes sunken in deep wells. He raised a
hand, fingers trembling. Abel moved to steady him, but Zephyr shook his head.

"We came," said Zephyr, his voice a paper-thin rasp, "seeking a completed kingdom.
Instead we have found a battlefield, and we—" he coughed and continued—"we are the only

ones without a weapon."
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The silence that followed was neither agreement nor dissent. It was a recognition of
futility, the kind that comes only when every possible course has already been tried and found
wanting.

Abel shut off the device, the light in his face dying as if someone had snuffed a lamp. He
turned to Zephyr, knelt, and took the old man's hand in both of his.

"Perhaps," Abel whispered, "we were not sent as witnesses. Perhaps we are the weapon.
Not to destroy, but to rupture—break the stalemate, start the war over again, but this time on the
side of light."

Zephyr managed a ghost of a smile. "We must be careful whom we strike."

Shera looked around the circle, her eyes hard. "Is that what we are now? Missionaries of
violence? That was never our purpose."

"But it is the effect," said Abel. "The best medicine can poison, if the body is unready."

The group shifted, uneasy. The line between conviction and doubt had thinned to a single,
frayed thread.

Lumina-12, who had not spoken since the Wall, now raised her head. "Is it wrong," she
said, "to want to run? To save only ourselves?"

Abel shook his head. "It is not wrong. But it is not enough."

For a time, they sat in the waning light, each retreating into the solitude of personal
thought. The world outside the wall continued its slow, grinding slide toward entropy.

At last, Zephyr raised himself to a sitting position, drawing on reserves of strength that

felt, to Abel, miraculous.
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"We cannot return," said Zephyr. "Not because it is forbidden, but because there is
nothing left for us there. We are the seed. The promise was always to die in the ground, so that
something new could grow."

The phrase landed like a prayer, or a curse. Abel closed his eyes, and for the first time
since the church, felt the old, clean ache of faith—a thing both dangerous and necessary, a pain
to be cherished.

They joined hands, the circle unbroken, and bowed their heads.

The prayer was silent, but it carried weight. The kind of weight that bends time, hollows
out mountains, reshapes the world in its own, stubborn image.

When they finished, Zephyr slumped back on the cot, exhausted but at peace. The rest of
the group remained seated, the touch of each hand a small, private benediction.

Above them, the sky drained of color, and the first stars appeared—frail, flickering,
persistent.

Abel looked around the circle, at the faces illuminated by the afterglow of belief and
doubt, and saw in each one the possibility of something better—if not for the world, at least for
themselves.

They were not healed, not yet. But they were no longer alone.

And in the darkening court, that was enough.

The guesthouse courtyard lay hushed under the weight of the desert night, the only sound

the dry whisper of palm fronds scraping against ancient stone. Mehiel stood in the arched
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doorway, backlit by the flickering lamps of the interior, clutching a data tablet to his chest like a
priest guarding a forbidden text. His normally immaculate robes were rumpled, the day's
frustrations pressed into every crease.

Across the courtyard, Abel sat at a rough-hewn table. His face awash in the cold glow of
a holographic star chart, projecting a dim blue light that cast his features in stark contrast against
the shadows of the stone walls. The display flickered, unsteady in its brilliance, as though the
technology itself felt out of place in this ancient city.

Mehiel raised a hand—not quite a wave, but a summons. The gesture lingered in the air,
slow and deliberate, like a question that refused to be asked aloud. Abel looked up, the weight of
his own exhaustion settling in his bones, and caught Mehiel's eyes. There was something heavier
in his gaze tonight—a palpable strain beneath the usual calm.

"You should see this," Mehiel said, his voice quieter than usual, as if afraid the words
might shatter the fragile air between them.

Abel didn't move immediately. His fingers drummed lightly on the edge of the table,
weighing whether to meet Mehiel's summons. His mind churned, already predicting what this
might be, yet unwilling to entertain the possibility. A quiet dread stirred beneath his calculated
response.

"Show me," Abel said, his voice tight, the words almost clipped as he stood. The night air
felt colder as he approached, his breath shallow.

Mehiel stepped forward, his movements deliberate. He set the tablet between them. As
the holographic display flickered, a split-second of hesitation passed before Abel allowed his

gaze to fall upon it.
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On its screen, genetic sequences spiraled alongside ancient texts—their scriptures, but
annotated with new cross-references. A jarring combination of Earth's DNA samples and their
own scriptures. Babel-era migration patterns. Abel's heart sank at the sight, the weight of it
pressing into him like a slow-moving stone.

"Shera and I have been running comparisons," Mehiel murmured, his voice distant and
hushed low lest anyone else overhear. "Not just biology. Stories." He swiped the screen, pulling
up two prophecies side by side: one from Earth's book of Genesis, one from their own oldest
scrolls.

He spoke without looking at Abel, his fingers shaking slightly as they traced the
annotations.

Earth: "Come, let us go down and confuse their language, so they may not understand
one another."

Their World: "When pride ascends, the threads of unity shall fray, and the people shall be
cast into the winds."

Abel's throat tightened. His mind tried to process the meaning, but the words caught in
his throat. He had studied this prophecy for years, but it felt different now—almost like an
accusation.

"We always assumed ours was the fuller account." His voice was low, more a statement
than a question, with no denial left in it. The truth, like the data on the screen, was too stark to
escape.

"It isn't." Mehiel zoomed in on a genome map. "Look at the mutation rates. Our DNA
diverged from Earth's after Babel, not before. We weren't taken because we were special. We

were just... left behind."
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A pause. The hum of the lamp, unsteady in its current, grew louder. Abel stood frozen,
the weight of the words nearly unbearable. A chill swept through him, the air thick with
something ancient and suffocating. His hands were clammy, but he clenched them into fists to
steady himself. He couldn't respond immediately. A silence hung between them before Abel
looked at Mehiel again. The flickering hologram dimmed as he processed what he was
seeing—the staggering implications of their entire existence resting on the wrong foundation.

"It isn't just about the genetics, is it?" Abel asked, more to himself than to Mehiel, the
words slipping out before he could stop them. "The prophecies?" he added, though he already
knew.

Mehiel didn't answer right away. His eyes locked on the screen as if willing the data to
change, to become something more palatable. But it didn't. It remained merciless, undeniable in
its conclusion.

His jaw was set, clenched in a way that betrayed more than just the weight of the
discovery. Mehiel finally exhaled. "They're not directives. They're confessions. Remember this
passage?" He flipped the screen to a selection of sacred text that Abel knew intimately:

"Twelve stars shall emerge from the remnants, each a beacon of hope, each an echo of the
light that once united. They shall journey forth, being set apart, destined to reclaim what was
lost."

"Among them shall be the guardians of knowledge, the keepers of wisdom, who will
traverse the firmament, seeking the heart of their creation."

"'"Twelve stars' isn't a calling—it's a lament. We interpreted 'guardians of knowledge' as a
sign we were chosen to preserve truth. But it's just... what exiles do. We hoarded fragments to

pretend we hadn't lost the whole. And there's more."
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Abel stared at the data. The numbers were unsparing. Their perfect societies, their sacred
missions—all built on a mistake so old it had petrified into theology.

Mehiel's hand moved again, tracing the lines on the screen. Genetic divergence. Misread
prophecies. The 'Quarantine Doctrine.' The data tablet's glow wavered as Mehiel pulled up an
archival hologram: a Lumarian magistrate standing before a crowd of shackled dissenters.

"The Fall taints all," the magistrate intoned in a grainy, high-treble voice, "but Babel's
curse is Earth's alone. We are the Preserved. Their crimes do not stain us." The prisoners' heads
were shaved, their wrists branded with the Mark of Contagion—a warning against
"Earth-sickness."

Mehiel's voice was raw. A hollow laugh escaped, quiet and strained, as if the weight of
this realization had finally shattered something inside him. "We called it 'Quarantine Doctrine.'
Used it to exile anyone who questioned our purity."

Abel stared at the hologram. He remembered those trials. Had presided over a few.

A face surfaced in his mind—Liora, the young historian who'd dared to suggest their
prophecies might have been misinterpreted.

"You fear the truth," she'd accused him at her sentencing. "Because if we're not better,
then all this"—she'd gestured to the marble courthouse, the robed elders—"is just another
Tower."

Abel had voted to silence her.

Now, his hands trembled against the tablet. "We didn't just misunderstand the prophecies.
We weaponized them." Mehiel whispered, the realization settling over him like cold stone. "We
thought we were better than them. We thought we were saving ourselves from the same fall." His

voice faltered. "We made ourselves the chosen."
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The tension simmering in Abel's chest gave way to something sharper. The truth they had
fought for, the narrative they'd built around their existence, was a crumbling tower.

A tower built on the shaky foundation of false beliefs and misguided arrogance. Now it
teetered on the edge of collapse with no one left to hold it upright. Everything they had stood for
was crumbling, and no one had the strength to stop it.

He had always believed, deep down, that their people had been the Preserved, the pure
ones. But now, staring at the data—at the undeniable proof—he felt the ground shifting beneath
him.

Abel's voice was bare when it came, hoarse and thick with emotion. "We thought we
were different... better. When Earth's pride birthed the Tower, we believed we were removed
before judgment fell. We knew we carried Adam's guilt, but not humanity's accumulated
corruption. We were told we were 'less infected' by sin, needing a sacrifice only as a formality,
not a radical rescue like humans did."

Mehiel looked up at him, his face drawn, his brow furrowed. He exhaled heavily, his
breath shuddering in the cool air.

"I know." The words were almost too soft, too raw, like the weight of years spent hiding
from this truth. He didn't look angry; he looked tired—drained by a revelation they could never
take back. "In the Earth Bible there is a scripture in Luke, it tells of a Pharisee," he stuttered
"a...a...a kind of magistrate like you were, who thanked God he wasn't 'like other men.""

Abel nodded, "I know the story, from the Third Luminary Scroll."

"Exactly the one," Mehiel replied, never looking up from the display. "We always thought
Earth's humans were completely reprobate and we were only partially wounded. But now... we

are that Pharisee, Abel. Through and through." He paused and shook his head.
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He looked up sharply at Abel, his eyes flashing with an intensity buried deep within. "We
were too proud, Abel. And now... I can't look at our history the same way. How many believed
we were special, set apart from Earth's masses? We built a myth. One we could live in, one that
didn't require us to face our own brokenness."

A shadow, long and thin as a stiletto blade, fell across the tablet. A soft cough broke the
silence. Zephyr stood in the doorway, his hands clasped behind his back, his posture perfect
despite his weariness. His eyes, pale and distant, glanced at Abel with a knowing sadness. His
frailty—once imperceptible—now hung in the heavy air.

"Disturbing imagery," he murmured, but his tone was gentle, more compassionate than
critical. "But context matters here." His voice, though measured, carried a weight that couldn't be
ignored.

He stepped closer, examining the screen with an air of resignation, but something else
stirred—calculated, almost protective.

"Those dissidents weren't persecuted for their ideas. They were destabilizing society." He
moved closer, voice dropping to a paternal whisper. Zephyr coughed again, softer, hand rising to
steady his chest.

The old man's frailty was now visible, a testament to the toll of the journey—and this
revelation. A deep vulnerability clung to him, though he worked hard to mask it.

"Abel, surely you see? If our people learn they're no different from Earth's masses, what
stops them from descending into the same chaos? The chaos we witnessed here today in those

streets?"
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Abel's eyes locked with Zephyr's. The words were calculated—a polished defense of the
power they had clung to. Zephyr wasn't just guarding doctrine—he was guarding authority. And
now, it felt like the old man spoke not just for the people, but for himself.

Mehiel recoiled. "You're still doing it." He spat the words like poison. "Still claiming
we're shepherds instead of sheep."

Zephyr's smile, though sorrowful, held steady. "We are shepherds." He said it with
conviction, but a deep weariness undercut it. "The Eleven Worlds prove it. If Earth needs stricter
grace, that's their burden—not our failure!" He summoned every ounce of strength to punctuate
the statement. He coughed hard, gasping for air, grabbing for the table edge to steady himself.

Abel finally understood: Zephyr wasn't just protecting a doctrine. He was protecting
power.

In a burst of emotion, Mehiel slammed the tablet onto the table. A new hologram
flared—their own genome maps superimposed over Earth's.

"Look! Not 'similar.' Identical. The Fall, Babel, all of it. We branded people for
'Earth-sickness' when we are Earth!" His finger stabbed at a genetic marker. "This 'holy’
scarification ritual—it's a mutated Babel-era trauma response! Look at this line."

Mehiel frantically scrolled on the device, searching the verse that had erupted in his
mind, finally landing on it.

"'His glory hidden from those who kneel at His feet." We thought it meant Earth's
blindness to Christ. But the verb proves it's our blindness. We've been kneeling for centuries,
blind to our own brokenness."

Abel, horrified, exclaimed, "So our 'utopias' were never proof of virtue. They were...

incubators of pride."
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Silence stretched as the realization settled: their greatest sin was believing they'd sinned
less.

Finally Abel whispered, "We didn't preserve the truth. We fossilized our pride."

Outside, the wind howled through the monastery's ruins. Somewhere in the dark, a stone
fell—the sound like a hammer striking Golgotha's nail. Like stained-glass windows shattering in

slow motion—their sacred lies were becoming secular truths.
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Chapter 11: The Scroll of Scars

The summons came not with trumpets, but in the hush of early dawn, delivered by a man
whose entire bearing was an apology for the institution he served. He wore the livery of the
Vatican diplomatic service—dove-grey suit, white collar so starched it could have drawn
blood—and introduced himself as "Lorenzo Conti, Archbishop's Office, Rome." His accent
lacquered every English word with the varnish of ancient Latin, and he entered the guesthouse as
if expecting to find it still in the throes of a civil war.

The air in the parlor was already thick with the accumulated exhaustion of those who had
spent too many nights in borrowed beds. Zephyr stood at the window, watching the city unspool
itself beneath the haze. Abel and Shera occupied the faded sofa, their posture a careful
negotiation between dignity and surrender. Lumina-12 had retreated to the corner, knees drawn
to her chest, fingers worrying the beads of her counting-string with all the concentration of a

doomed mathematician.
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Conti waited just inside the doorway, clutching a portfolio as if it contained not a letter
but a snake. His gaze scanned the room—one, two, three, four—then returned to Zephyr with the
subtle recalibration of a man who had learned to expect disappointment.

"Messengers of peace," Conti began, voice pitched to the frequency of empty cathedrals,
"the Holy Father sends his greetings, and entreats you—begs you—to accept the hospitality of
Rome. He wishes only to meet, and to pray with you, before the world invents a new Babel from
your silence."

The phrase landed oddly in the air, as if the resonance of the first Babel still clung to the
walls. Zephyr regarded Conti with a tired curiosity, the sort reserved for unusual flora or the first
syllables of a lost dialect.

Reza, who had observed the entire exchange from the margin of the room, moved
forward with the soft tread of someone long practiced in the art of not being noticed until
absolutely necessary.

"You must understand," said Reza, "that we have reason to doubt the purity of any
invitation." His voice was gentle, but the words themselves left no room for ceremonial evasion.
Conti inclined his head, the gesture so seamless it might have been rehearsed in a
hundred lesser audiences. "You are, of course, wary. But I assure you, the Vatican is not your

captor. We are, perhaps, your oldest debtor."

He extended the portfolio, both hands, as if presenting a relic or a delicate instrument of
torture.

Zephyr crossed the room with deliberate slowness, his body moving with the caution of a
man who suspects every step is a test. He took the portfolio, unsnapped the flap, and withdrew

the letter. It was, as these things went, a masterpiece of overkill. A parchment so heavy it could
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have served as armor. A seal the color of arterial blood impressed with the triple tiara. Inside, a
script so ornate it required a moment's study just to determine where the sentences began and
ended.

Zephyr read in silence, lips moving as he parsed the convolutions of ecclesiastical
English. As he finished, his fingers lingered on the raised seal, tracing its contours the way a
blind man might trace the face of a long-lost child. For a moment, his ritual scarifications caught
the morning light, pulsing with a faint inner radiance.

Shera, seeing this, reached for Zephyr's elbow. Her own skin, in the glow, looked almost
translucent, the networks of memory and pain mapped in the subcutaneous blue.

"Is it safe?" she whispered, not looking at the letter but at the man who held it.

Zephyr did not answer directly. Instead, he passed the document to Abel, who scanned it
with the brisk efficiency of a man used to reading between the lines. Abel's eyes flickered, first
with skepticism, then with something like wonder.

"They want us to stand before the world," Abel said, "as a miracle."

"Or a warning," Shera countered, voice brittle.

Mehiel whispered to Reza. "What is a Pope?" he asked, the word strange in his mouth,
each consonant tentative, as if it might explode.

Reza stifled a smile, not out of disrespect, but from the genuine oddity of the question.
He took a seat, motioned for the group to gather, and began:

"The Pope," said Reza, "is, in theory, the successor to Peter the Apostle, who was the
right hand of Jesus in their narratives. He commands a billion followers, but more than that, he
represents the last vestige of a time when a single voice could claim to speak for God—at least in

the West. He is part monarch, part mystic, part politician. There have been good Popes and
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monsters, visionaries and bureaucrats. This one—Innocent the Fourteenth—was a surprise even
to those who elected him."

Lumina-12, always the literalist, tilted her head. "How does one become a god-king?"

Reza considered this, weighing the risks of honesty against the more subtle risks of
condescension. "By surviving," he said. "By becoming a symbol large enough to obscure all the
human compromises that lie beneath. He is not a king, but he may as well be. His word can
topple nations, or sanctify them."

The group absorbed this, the silence expanding to fill the interstices of their doubt.

Mehiel, who had been silent until now, reached for the letter and read the Papal passage
again, lips moving, as if savoring the shape of each word.

"They say he is infallible," said Mehiel, voice trembling with something that might have
been awe, or derision. "But here he asks us to help him."

"That is how power works," said Zephyr, but not unkindly. "It is only ever as strong as its
capacity for uncertainty."

Conti, sensing the drift of conversation, ventured a step closer. "You may, of course,
refuse," he said. "But the world will come for you, whether you wish it or not. In Rome, you are
protected. The eyes of history are gentler than the hands of the present."

Zephyr folded the letter and held it against his chest. "We will go," he said, "if only to see
what sort of Babel awaits us there."

The decision made, the group moved with a new sense of purpose, the torpor of their
exile replaced by the anxious energy of a people about to walk voluntarily into the center of the

world's most enduring machinery.
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They packed in silence, each tending to the strange relics of their home world: the slim,
iridescent tablets, the folded squares of memory-woven cloth, the water-activated sigils that
shimmered when touched. The devices, so advanced as to appear magical, hummed with a soft,
subaudible vibration—a reminder that even in the heart of another world's narrative, their own
story could not be entirely subsumed.

In the small hours before departure, Zephyr stood again at the window, watching the city
erase itself in the fog. He thought of Babel, of the great scattering, and wondered if any god—be
it the god of this world or his own—could ever reconcile the tension between the promise of
unity and the necessity of difference.

He felt the seal in his pocket, pressed it between thumb and forefinger, and let himself
imagine, for a moment, that the invitation was genuine.

When the cars arrived at the guesthouse, the Vatican envoy was waiting, posture rigid but
eyes flicking to Zephyr with a private, almost pleading hope. The cars themselves were
unmarked, the drivers nondescript men whose faces erased themselves from memory even as you
looked at them.

As they climbed in, Reza lingered by the door. He turned to Abel, voice low. "If there is a
trap," he said, "I will not let it close on you."

Abel smiled, the first genuine smile since their arrival on Earth. "You cannot stop what
has already begun," he said. "But it is a comfort to know that someone will name the wound after
it is made."

They drove toward the airport in silence, the city receding in the rearview, the rising sun

painting the stones with a color that did not exist in any other language.
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In the lead car, Zephyr fingered the seal, feeling the heat of the day begin to build even as
the morning remained cold.
He closed his eyes and prayed, not for safety, but for the clarity to recognize the next lie

when it came.

When they reached the private terminal, the Vatican had already cleared the airspace, the
tarmac lined with guards in uniforms that managed to look both ceremonial and resigned. The
plane itself was a diplomatic courier—a flying cathedral, its seats upholstered in the papal
yellow, the windows adorned with frosted icons of every martyr and heretic who had ever
troubled the Church.

Conti ushered them aboard, offering a nod to Zephyr as he passed. "You will find," he
said, "that Rome is not so different from Jerusalem. Only the stones are newer."

As the plane climbed into the sky, Zephyr watched the ground recede. He thought again
of the letter, of the careful language and the urgency that bled through its every line. He tried to
imagine the man at the other end of the correspondence, the one who claimed to speak for all of
Christendom, and wondered if even he believed the words he wrote.

He doubted it. But then, doubt was the only certainty he had ever trusted.

The pilgrims settled into their seats, the hum of the engines blending with the subsonic
chorus of their relics. Abel closed his eyes and slept, head tilted toward the window, mouth set in

the small, patient smile of someone who had already made his peace with the worst possible



Davis / Unveiled / 200

outcome. Shera resumed her vigil, hands folded in her lap, thumb moving slowly over the
counting-string.

Zephyr let his gaze drift out the window, watched the clouds stitch themselves into
patterns that even now eluded the grasp of language.

They would land in Rome, and the world would be waiting.

But for this moment, in the cold thin air above all the cities and their wounds, there was a

silence he almost dared to hope was peace.

They arrived at dawn, disembarking into a Rome that shimmered with the theatricality of
its own legend. The air in April was sharp, the city's skin washed in the soft, predatory blue of
pre-sunrise, but already St. Peter's Square was alive: ranks of soldiers in ceremonial armor,
banners billowing from the colonnades, the steps swept clean of every particle but the memory of
old violence.

The pilgrims stood at the perimeter. Vatican attachés flanked them, their professionalism
slipping. Tremors danced in their hands. Anxiety rippled through the air.

They had been briefed—"Above all, do not touch them; if you must, do so only at the
elbow". Nothing in the file had prepared them for the aliens' movement. They were languid and
contained. Their eyes tracked every motion. It was like an inexorable calculus of necessity.

From the shadow of the portico, Zephyr watched the square fill with bodies. They came
in tides: first the clergy, then the dignitaries, then the faithful, all herded into their prescribed

enclosures with the loving efficiency of a benediction or a cull. Above it all, the Bernini
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colonnade curled like the arms of a god reluctant to embrace its children but unable to let them
go. The air was already thick with incense, with the scent of cut flowers and the cloying, coppery
tang of anticipation.

Abel stood beside Zephyr, eyes fixed on the horizon where the sun would soon breach the
rooftops. He wore, by Papal decree, a tunic of pure white, the fabric so fine it nearly
disintegrated in the wind. The rest of the group followed suit, the cut of their clothing a
compromise between the aesthetics of the Vatican and the physical requirements of bodies never
meant for such finery. Lumina-12 fidgeted with the sleeves, her face a study in irritation and
awe.

Reza, assigned as both handler and translator, waited a step behind, his own suit
borrowed and ill-fitting, the collar already itching at his neck. He glanced sidelong at Zephyr.

"Does this feel like a trial to you, or an execution?" he murmured, not without humor.

Zephyr considered. "Both, perhaps. Or a wedding, where one party is expected to die at
the altar."

The first chant began, low and uncertain, but it spread quickly through the crowd:

"Redemptoris mundi—redemptoris mundi—redemptoris mundi—"

The words were Latin, but the urgency behind them needed no translation. It was not the
chant of supplicants, but of witnesses, eager to log their presence at the genesis of the next myth.

At the appointed hour, the bells rang—not a peal, but a sustained, tectonic rumble that
seemed to bend the city toward the square. In the hush that followed, a retinue of Swiss Guards
marched across the cobbles, halberds at their shoulders, faces impassive. Behind them, in a sedan

chair that looked like a cross between a throne and a relic, came Pope Innocent XIV.
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He wore the full regalia, every inch of silk and gold worked to maximum optical effect.
The miter gleamed in the rising light, and the ring on his right hand—amethyst, the size of a
thumbnail—caught the sun and threw it back in cold, precise shards. Only his hands betrayed
him: they shook, just slightly, and were covered with the thinnest gloves, as if to hide the
confession of age and mortality.

The chair was set at the base of the steps, facing the square. The pilgrims were led to the
center, a clear patch of paving surrounded by a low velvet cord. As they entered, the crowd's
noise dipped, then rose in a wave that battered the stones. The moment they crossed the cordon,
Zephyr felt the weight of every eye in the piazza—hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions,
watching from screens all over the world.

The Pope stood, his voice carried by a sound system so subtle it seemed the words
emerged from the air itself.

"Sisters, brothers, all children of God—welcome to this moment, foreordained in neither
prophecy nor dogma, but in the infinite, unfolding mercy of the Creator."

The crowd hushed again. Zephyr, whose working knowledge of Italian came from a crash
course on the flight over, listened to the translation piped directly to his ear via Reza's whispered
voice.

"We stand today not to exalt ourselves over the wonders of the universe, but to kneel
before them. These visitors—our visitors—remind us that the image of God is not contained in
any one form, nor any one world. Their faith is our faith, their longing is our longing, and their
wounds—" here the Pope paused, and Zephyr felt the gaze as if it burned his skin—"are our
wounds."

A murmur swept the square. Zephyr felt the group around him tense, but no one moved.
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Innocent XIV continued. "Let all divisions fall away. Let us be one flock, guided not by
fear, but by the courage to see ourselves as we truly are: flawed, yearning, beloved."

The words hung there, luminous and improbable. Zephyr glanced at Abel, whose eyes
were wet with something like grief. Shera kept her gaze fixed on the Papal dais, lips parted,
hands clenched at her sides.

A line of acolytes stepped forward, carrying silver trays loaded with communion wafers.
The Pope signaled, and the trays were presented to the pilgrims.

Zephyr hesitated, unsure of the etiquette, but Abel reached first, lifting a wafer with
trembling fingers and placing it delicately on his tongue. The taste was unfamiliar—salt and
flour and something mineral, like the memory of rain in a place that had never known water.

Lumina-12 watched, then took one, her hand steady. Shera demurred, shaking her head
with the smallest possible movement, but Zephyr accepted, holding the wafer between thumb
and forefinger. He turned to the Pope, who inclined his head, a gesture that seemed at once regal
and exhausted.

The crowd erupted in applause, not the frenzied ovation of the stadium, but a tidal, rolling
sound that filled the square and rebounded from every stone.

In the surge of sound, Zephyr let the wafer dissolve on his tongue, its flavor mingling
with the taste of morning and the bitter edge of fear.

As the applause waned, the Pope raised his hand for silence. The crowd obeyed.

"In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit," he intoned, making the sign of
the cross in the air. The crowd joined, a forest of hands tracing the gesture with varying degrees

of certainty.
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"In the name of the Maker, and the Wounded Light, and the Spirit that binds all worlds,"
whispered Abel, just loud enough for Zephyr to hear.

Zephyr repeated the words, tasting their strangeness and their truth.

The ceremony concluded with a blessing, the Pope's voice trembling but unbroken. Then
the crowd began to disperse, the squares and avenues flooding with the motion of bodies
returning to their individual fates. Zephyr felt a hand at his elbow—Reza, guiding him gently
toward the steps.

They ascended, escorted by the Swiss Guards and a cadre of Vatican aides. At the top,
just before they passed into the cool shadow of the basilica, Zephyr turned back for a final look.

The square, emptying now, seemed both larger and lonelier than before. The echo of the
crowd lingered, but it was already fading—replaced by the inexorable hum of the world, waiting
for its next miracle or its next disappointment.

Inside, the air was dark and still, the chill of centuries pressed into the marble. Zephyr let
himself be led, trusting neither his legs nor his heart.

He thought, not for the first time, of Babel: how the story was always told from the
perspective of those who built it, never from the ones who watched it crumble.

As they passed into the nave, the doors closed behind them with the soft, final click of a
confession finished, a sentence passed.

There would be no going back.
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In the vestry, Pope Innocent XIV received them in private. Gone was the public armor; he
wore only the plain white cassock of his order, the papal ring replaced by a simple band of
hammered silver. He greeted each of the pilgrims by name, his Italian softened by the accents of
the north, the vowels trailing off into a kind of wistful music.

Zephyr watched the man's face, searching for the machinery behind the performance, but
found only the exhaustion of one who had waited too long for a thing he no longer believed
would arrive.

"Thank you for coming," said the Pope, his voice strong and confident. "It has been a
very long time since I have met a visitor with nothing to gain and everything to lose."

Abel bowed his head, uncertain of the protocol. "We are the ones grateful," he said. "You
have given us a name when we had none."

The Pope smiled, the skin at the corners of his eyes wrinkling like old linen. "Names are
a beginning. But they can also be a burden."

Shera spoke, her words careful and unadorned. "Will we be safe here?"

The Pope's smile faded. "No one is truly safe in Rome," he said, and there was a flicker
of humor, quickly extinguished. "But for now, you are under my care. Whatever that is worth."

Zephyr felt the room tilt, as if the axis of gravity had shifted. He steadied himself, fingers
tracing the seam of the cassock.

Reza broke the silence. "What will happen next?"

The Pope looked at him, the weight of a thousand years in his gaze. "Next? The world
will debate, and dissect, and disbelieve. But in time, the truth will become so familiar it will be

mistaken for a lie. That is the curse of all miracles."
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He paused, then addressed the pilgrims as a whole. "You must decide what you wish to
be: a sign, or a warning. The world will not tolerate both."

Zephyr thought of the crowd outside, the chant still vibrating in the marrow of the city.

Redemptoris mundi.

He did not know if it was hope, or the hunger for it, that compelled him to answer.

"We are here," he said, "to remember what was forgotten. And perhaps, to mourn it."

The Pope nodded, and the interview was over.

As they were led away, Zephyr caught a final glimpse of the man at the center of it
all—small, luminous, already half-consumed by the light that had made him visible in the first
place.

They walked through the marble corridors, their footsteps echoing on the stone. Behind
them, the crowd's last applause faded into the ordinary noise of Rome—the traffic, the pigeons,
the commerce of survival.

Ahead, the future waited. In the span between the two, Zephyr tried to imagine what it
would feel like to be ordinary again, and found he could not.

He pressed his palm to the marble, feeling its cold certainty.

And walked on.

The summons from the Bleeding Cardinal came at dusk, delivered by a novice who did

not look old enough to serve as an altar boy, much less as an accomplice to heresy. The note
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itself was unsigned, but the handwriting—black, angular, almost violent in its pressure—Ileft no
doubt as to its provenance:

Sanctuary of Minerva, after Compline. Absolute discretion. No retinue.

The pilgrims conferred in silence. It was Zephyr who spoke first, his voice drained of all
residual awe. "He knows we are vulnerable," he said, "but also that we are necessary." The others
agreed: the meeting was inevitable, if only to complete the geometry of suspicion that now
governed their every movement in Rome.

They left the Vatican compound via a service entrance, accompanied only by Reza. The
city at night had the quality of a cathedral left open after hours—emptied of purpose, but still
haunted by the echo of vows never kept in their entirety. The streets between the Vatican and
Minerva were shadowed, the old stones sweating history. Their footsteps seemed louder here, as
if each stride was a confession that would never reach absolution.

The Basilica of Santa Maria sopra Minerva stood at the end of a narrow square, its facade
severe, the interior drowned in blue and gold, as if the air itself were made of pigment. A side
door admitted them; the novice waited in the nave, then guided them through a warren of
chapels, past marble tombs and relic cases, to a sacristy lit by a single, guttering candle.

Archbishop Carlo Vignelli was waiting, seated at a desk so cluttered with manuscripts
that it looked more like an alchemist's bench than a place of prayer. He rose as they entered,
unfolding himself with the slow, predatory grace of a man who had spent too long in the
company of books and secrets. The sleeves of his robe were rolled back, exposing wrists

wrapped in bandages, the linen stained with blooms of fresh and old blood.
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"Welcome," said Vignelli, his voice the barest rasp, as if vocal cords were an
afterthought. "Please, sit." He gestured to a half-circle of wooden chairs. Zephyr noted that one
was set apart, lower than the others, a subtle theater of dominance.

As the group seated themselves, Vignelli began. "You are not the first miracle to pass
through Rome. But you are the first to arrive uninvited."

His gaze flicked to Reza. "You too, Mr. ibn Mahmud. I have read your essays. Your
refusal to be converted is almost as impressive as your ability to survive Iranian hospitality."

Reza, unamused, inclined his head.

Vignelli's smile revealed teeth too white, too uniform—a relic of some forgotten
indulgence. "I will be candid. The Church is not your friend. At best, it is your adversary in the
open, and your executioner in the dark. The Pope—God keep him—believes he can domesticate
you, make you an extension of the Great Commission. He is wrong."

Abel, unsettled, asked: "Why do you tell us this?"

Vignelli leaned forward, the candlelight catching in his eyes, which were the color of new
bruises. "Because I do not believe in domesticated miracles. The Church has been a satanic
bureaucracy since Constantine. Every true prophet we ever had was burned, starved, or made
into a saint only after his bones could be safely displayed."

He paused, examining his own hands. "I am not here to recruit you to a cause. I have no
cause, except perhaps to see that the truth is not trampled in the rush to canonize it."

Shera, emboldened by the honesty, said: "What would you have us do?"

Vignelli considered this, then stood. The motion revealed the full horror of his arms: the

bandages soaked through, with blood seeping at the joints, as if he had, quite literally, been
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nailed to his own vocation. He moved to a cabinet, opened it, and retrieved a small bottle and a
pack of linen. With the methodical precision of a monk at lauds, he re-wrapped his wrists.

He returned to the circle, now pacing behind the chairs. "They will parade you as long as
you are useful. Then they will either subsume you into the myth, or bury you under it. If you
wish to do good—real good—you must operate outside the reach of institutions. Go where the
Church cannot follow, into the cracks and shadows. Work miracles where only the poor and the
damned can see them. Do not seek power. Do not accept titles. Be a scandal, not a sacrament."

Zephyr's voice was calm. "You speak as one who has lost faith."

Vignelli stopped pacing. "No. Only as one who has seen too many bodies in the sanctum,
and too few resurrections." He moved to the wall, where a faded fresco of St. Catherine glared
down with eyes both accusing and amused.

"There is a passage," said Vignelli, "hidden since the French. It leads to an archive that
the Curia does not know exists. If you wish to learn how the world ends—or rather, how it never
really began—you should visit it." He produced a key, ancient and corroded, and handed it to
Zephyr.

"I will show you," said Vignelli, voice now gentled to the frequency of lullabies. "But
you must go alone. I will follow at a distance. If you see me again before dawn, it means you are
being watched, and you must run."

He moved to the door, opened it, and gestured for them to follow.

The path through the church was a study in misdirection: up a side stair, through a gallery
of saints rendered in postmortem ecstasy, then into a corridor lined with confessionals. At the far

end, beneath a fresco so chipped that only the vague outline of a halo survived, Vignelli stopped.
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"This was once the booth of Savonarola," he said, tracing a finger along the edge of the
confessional. "He spent many hours here, repenting for the sin of hating sin too much."

He pressed a concealed panel; the back of the confessional slid away, revealing a tight
stone spiral. The passage exhaled a breath of cold, so ancient it seemed to come not from the air
but from memory itself.

Zephyr led the way, the others close behind. The stone steps narrowed as they descended,
the walls closing in until the only illumination came from the bioluminescence of Shera's skin
and the slow, red flicker of Vignelli's candle above.

At the bottom, the stairs opened into a crypt—no, not a crypt, but a library, the shelves
built directly into the catacomb walls. The air was laced with the scent of parchment, dust, and
the faint, spicy rot of centuries' worth of forbidden thought.

There were hundreds—perhaps thousands—of volumes. Some bore the sigils of popes
long struck from history; others, the ciphered script of sects whose names had not been uttered in
living memory. On the table in the center, a single book waited, its cover stained with what
looked suspiciously like dried blood.

Zephyr approached, touched the cover, and felt the scarifications on his hands
respond—not with pain, but with a kind of numinous, electric welcome. Abel stood beside him,
scanning the titles on the shelves. Shera moved around the perimeter, her footsteps stirring small
ghosts of dust.

"Why show us this?" Zephyr asked, voice low.

From the darkness above, Vignelli's voice drifted down. "Because the only truth worth
having is the kind that cannot be written. You are not here to complete the old story. You are here

to witness its dissolution."
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The pilgrims exchanged glances, each face lit from within by the knowledge that they
would never again be able to claim innocence.

Above, the door slid closed, sealing them in. The passage of air stopped, and the silence
was absolute.

Abel reached for Zephyr's hand. "We are the scandal," he said, "and the sign."

Zephyr nodded. He opened the book, and began to read.

In the undercroft of Minerva, the notion of time collapsed. The Vatican archive was not a
room so much as a wound stitched together by the refuse of a thousand years' failed theologies.
The light—what little there was—filtered in through seams in the stone, catching on motes of
dust and the spines of books bound in what Abel realized, with mounting nausea, was not always
animal hide.

Zephyr ran his fingers over the bloodstained cover of the first volume. It was a folio,
chained to the table by a length of iron, the lock so ancient the numbers on its dial had worn
away. He opened it to the first page, and recoiled at the violence of the image: a woodcut of a
man being burned alive, his head wreathed in flame and crowned with a circlet of thorns.
Beneath, a scrawl in medieval Latin that even Mehiel found difficult to read:

Hoc est corpus hereticorum, qui non sufficiebat.

Mehiel read aloud: "This is the body of heretics, who were not enough."

There was a shuffling in the dark, and Shera appeared beside them, her face grey and set.

She held another book, smaller, its cover embossed with the sigil of the Dominicans: "It catalogs
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every vision ever denounced by the Church," she said. "Every miracle, every prophet, every
failed messiah. All compiled here. It never ends."

Lumina-12, child among them, perched herself on a stack of loose vellum, paging
through with a speed that defied the ceremonial weight of the place. "They kept it all," she said,
eyes wide. "Even the things that destroyed them."

Zephyr's hands trembled as he turned another page. Here, the illustration was of a city:
crystalline, radiant, with towers shaped like the teeth of a broken comb. At its center, a woman
stood on a dais, her arms raised, light pouring from the wounds in her hands. Above, an angel
wept blood onto the streets below.

The caption, in Greek, read: "So the Kingdom will come, but only through the scarred
hands of the Bride."

Zephyr felt the scars on his own hands pulse, the old pain returning, not as suffering but
as a kind of electrical empathy.

Behind them, a door creaked open, and Vignelli's silhouette appeared in the frame, candle
held aloft. He moved with the measured tread of someone expecting at any moment to find the
room emptied by flight or violence.

"You see now," he hissed, "that the history of faith is a cycle of suppression. The church
cannot survive without killing what it loves. The only way forward is to step out of the cycle."

Abel turned to him, a question in his eyes. "Is it even possible?"

Vignelli set the candle on the table, its light pooling across the manuscripts. "Not if you
believe the past. But if you become the future, yes. You must repudiate all this," he gestured at

the shelves, "not with words, but with deeds. Go among the poor. The sick. The forgotten. Work
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your gospel where no one will claim it as a trophy. Let the official church rot on its throne. The
kingdom you seek is in the margins."

He picked up a loose folio, its edges crumbling. "They say the first Christians met in
catacombs, hiding from the state. Maybe it is time for that again. But not as fugitives. As
founders."

The fever-brightness in Vignelli's eyes had not dimmed, but there was a sadness beneath
it, as if he had already seen the outcome and could not bear the waiting.

Zephyr closed the folio. "If we do this, we will be hunted."

Vignelli smiled, revealing gums as white and bloodless as the paper he cherished. "Not at
first. At first, they will ignore you, and then try to incorporate you. Only at the end will they
remember to fear."

Shera stacked her book atop the first. "What if we refuse?"

Vignelli shrugged, a gesture so extravagant it bordered on parody. "Then the world
continues as it always has: the strong devour the weak, and faith is nothing but the grinding of
teeth in the dark."

He moved to the far wall, where a tapestry hung limp in the stagnant air. With a single,
sharp motion, he pulled it aside to reveal a passage—a corridor shored up with more shelves,
more volumes, each a record of a failed attempt at paradise.

"Follow this to the end," said Vignelli. "There is a door. When you pass through it, you
will find the world has changed."

He hesitated, as if uncertain whether to offer a benediction or a curse. "Go quickly. The
Curia will notice your absence soon. I must stay behind, to buy you time."

Abel looked at Zephyr, then at Shera. "Do we go?"



Davis / Unveiled / 214

Zephyr nodded, feeling the pulse in his scars align with the urgency in the cardinal's
voice. "We go."

Lumina-12 slipped off her perch, hands clutching three slim codices. "For proof," she
explained. "So we don't forget."

They stepped into the corridor, the air growing colder, the dust thicker. Behind them,
Vignelli extinguished the candle, and for a moment the darkness was total.

As they walked, Zephyr's thoughts spiraled. He saw the church above, its nave
illuminated by false light, and the square outside, waiting for the next spectacle. He thought of
the poor, the outcasts, the sick, the dying—those who would never set foot in a basilica, but
whose hunger for grace was no less fierce than that of emperors.

He reached for Abel's hand, and felt it trembling, but not with fear.

At the end of the corridor, there was indeed a door. It was unmarked, but ancient, the
wood swollen with the memory of all the secrets that had ever pressed against it from the other
side.

Shera pushed it open.

The world beyond was the same, and not the same.

They emerged into the street, the night now deep and cold, the stars blinking indifferently
above. The basilica of Minerva loomed behind them, its facade unreadable in the dark.

Abel exhaled, his breath clouding the air. "Are we safe?"

"No," said Zephyr. "But we are real."

They moved into the city, walking quickly but without stealth. The weight of the archive
pressed against their backs, but also buoyed them—evidence that the old story was not, and

never would be, enough.
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In an alley, Zephyr paused, running his hand over the scars on his palm. They glowed
with a faint, unearthly light, as if in memory of the blood that had been spilled in every room like
the one beneath Minerva.

He looked at Abel, at Shera, at Lumina-12, and saw that their faces had changed—not
with fear, but with the raw, stunned energy of survivors.

"We are the future," Zephyr said, not as a declaration, but as a fact.

The others nodded, and together they walked into the night.

For a long moment after the door closed behind them, the pilgrims stood, as if uncertain
whether they had escaped a prison or entered a tomb. The archive's silence pressed in, heavier
than before, the only sound the distant whine of the city above and the tick-tick of cooling candle
wax. The air stank of scorched parchment and old fear.

Zephyr was the first to move. He crossed to the center table, staring down at the open
codices, the leaves quivering in a draft that had no obvious source. He ran his thumb along the
edge of the bloodstained volume, half-expecting it to bite. Instead, the paper felt soft, almost
oily—Ilike skin, or the membrane of a yet-unhatched egg.

Lumina-12 perched on a stool beside him, arms wrapped around her knees. She stared at
the chaos of manuscripts, blinking at each new revelation. Abel and Shera busied themselves at

the shelves, searching for anything that might be both portable and essential.
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It was only then that they realized Vignelli was gone—not up the corridor, not hiding
behind the tapestry, but utterly vanished, as if the air itself had swallowed him. Zephyr called his
name, the sound dying in the stone before it could echo.

Abel shrugged. "He never meant to come out with us."

Shera found a lamp, twisted its striker until the wick caught. In the renewed light, the
chamber's contours came into focus: the chains on the folios, the racks of disarticulated saints'
bones in glass jars, the reliquary stuffed with hair and teeth and other fragments of vanished
believers. The accumulated debris of every failed or forbidden faith.

Zephyr closed his eyes, breathed deep. The scent of the archive filled his lungs, a
perfume of mildew, ash, and the faintest sweetness of old wine. He whispered a prayer in his
own tongue, syllables stumbling over each other in the unfamiliar gravity of this world. He
prayed for the dead, for the dying, for the unborn. For Abel, for Shera, for Lumina-12. For
Vignelli, wherever he might be. For himself, though he was not sure what it would mean to be
forgiven, or even noticed, by a Maker who seemed to prefer absence to intervention.

When he opened his eyes, Abel and Shera had gathered what they could. They collected
three books, a sheaf of annotated maps, and a packet of small, sealed vials. The vials might once
have contained sacred oils but now held only dust and the memory of touch.

Lumina-12 slipped off her stool, landing on the stone with a muftled slap. "Ready?" she
asked, voice very small.

Shera nodded, then took Zephyr's arm, guiding him back to the entrance.

They retraced their steps in darkness, the lamp's yellow bubble shrinking behind them. At
the spiral, Zephyr looked up: the steps seemed to rise forever, a ribbon of stone winding toward a

hope so thin it was indistinguishable from nothing at all.



Davis / Unveiled / 217

It took longer to ascend than to descend. By the time they reached the top, their legs
shook with fatigue. Shera pressed her ear to the confessional's back panel, listened, then pressed
the hidden latch. The passage opened into empty church, the nave lit only by the moon and the
ghostly blue of the stained glass.

They paused at the transept, waiting to be noticed, but no one came. The world above
was going about its business: bells, engines, the far-off siren of an ambulance.

Outside, the city had cooled, the air no longer so thick with longing. The square around
Minerva was deserted, the only witnesses a pair of street cats and the graffiti on the
walls—prayers and curses layered atop each other, a palimpsest of unfiltered human need.

The pilgrims walked, not quickly, but with the steadiness of those who know every step is
being watched. Zephyr's scars burned with cold, the lines on his skin glowing faintly in the
Roman night.

Abel fell into step beside him. "Do you think they'll come after us?"

Zephyr considered. "Not yet. They're still trying to decide what we are."

Shera pulled her cloak tighter, eyes scanning the empty piazza. "Then let's be something
they can't explain."

They moved toward the river, their path unmarked, their burden incalculable. Zephyr kept
the forbidden codex cradled in the crook of his arm, the chain trailing behind like the tail of a
comet. Lumina-12 darted ahead, scanning the shadows, then doubling back as if afraid to break
the circle.

At the first bridge, Zephyr paused, feeling the weight of the city pressing down on them
from every direction. He looked at the faces of his companions, saw there not despair but a kind

of shocked grace—graceless, perhaps, but no less potent for its lack of sanction.
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He turned, gazing up at the dome of St. Peter's, just visible in the distance. Somewhere in
its labyrinth, the Pope still schemed, and perhaps Vignelli watched, or bled, or waited for the
next generation of heretics to prove him right.

Zephyr reached for Abel's hand, squeezed once, then let go. "We have work," he said.

Together, the pilgrims vanished into the city, the night closing behind them with a hush
like velvet, or the wing of an angel folding away a secret it was never meant to share.

They did not look back.
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Chapter 12: The Tribunal of the Twelve

Twilight in Rome lasted longer than Reza had remembered from his last visit, the light
lingering as if reluctant to let the city slide back into its native squalor. He walked alone, hands
folded behind his back, mind fevered with a thousand echoing fragments from the morning's
Vatican session. The cobbled streets, slick from a late rain, reflected the smudged orange and
blue of the dying day. His shadow elongated and retracted with every step beneath the faltering
street lamps, growing by increments as if to warn him that darkness was not only coming, but
coming in multiples.

The Trastevere was nearly empty at this hour; even the tourists seemed to sense the day's
fatigue and had retreated to their hotels, leaving the alleyways to cats and the occasional priest
on bicycle. Reza had a taste for solitude, especially in the aftermath of high ceremony and low
politics, but tonight his solitude felt engineered, a set-piece staged for the benefit of some

unspoken audience.



Davis / Unveiled / 220

He was halfway across a small piazza—a place with a chipped marble fountain and a
single, hunchbacked olive tree—when the three men closed in. They emerged from the margin,
their movements synchronized with the choreography of muscle memory rather than intent.

One wore a blue windbreaker and jeans, the kind of uniform that Americans imagined
made them invisible; another, in a black t-shirt stretched taut across gym-cultivated arms, fiddled
with the lens cap of a battered Leica; the third, shorter than the rest, held a folded newspaper in
the crook of his elbow and seemed, for all the world, to be consulting a street map.

They did not approach together, but as the points of a triangle converging on a fixed star.

The windbreaker man stepped into Reza's path, holding up a battered press credential.
"Excuse me, Professor Mahmud?" The accent was good, but the vowels too flat, the greeting too
casual for a true journalist.

Reza inclined his head, not breaking stride. "I'm late for a meeting," he said, and
attempted to pivot, but found the t-shirted man already at his shoulder, raising the Leica in a
pantomime of documenting history.

"Just one question—how does it feel, representing all of Islam to the Holy See?"

Reza's mouth formed a reply, but in the interval between thought and speech, the third
man pressed something hard and unmistakable into the soft space beneath his floating rib. The
voice that hissed into his ear was an old friend's, the kind that survived only in nightmares and
the back pages of security dossiers.

"Greetings from Tehran, Professor," the man said, in Farsi as pure as his mother's. "Do
not speak. Do not turn around. Do not scream, unless you wish to see what your liver looks like

on Roman cobblestone."
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The newspaper dropped, and a gloved hand slid beneath Reza's coat, expertly severing
the belt from his waist and twisting his arms into a restraint that was less a gesture than a
principle of physics. The man with the windbreaker smiled, showing teeth too white for the
Mediterranean, and flicked the press badge into the fountain with a practiced disdain.

The Leica snapped once, twice, a stroboscopic effect, as if freezing the act for posterity.
Then the man lowered the camera and nodded, and the three of them moved as a unit toward the
alley on the far side of the piazza, Reza floating between them as if in a processional for the
dead.

The street emptied behind them, as if the world itself wished to avert its eyes from what
followed.

In the alley, a van waited: black, unmarked save for the diplomatic plates that flashed
under the sodium lamps like a joke only bureaucrats would understand. The side door slid open
with a pneumatic gasp, and Reza was bundled inside, his head pressed to the floor mat, the
plastic ties cutting into his wrists with a sick intimacy.

He heard the men rearrange themselves around him—the camera set aside, the
windbreaker discarded, the newspaper balled and jammed into his mouth as a makeshift gag. The
engine started with a shudder, and the van pulled into the web of Roman streets, weaving
through traftic with a disregard that suggested a deeper immunity than mere diplomatic status
could offer.

Only after several minutes, when the van had stopped, started, and stopped again—each
time accompanied by the shuffle of shoes and the click of small arms being checked—did
someone finally haul Reza upright, yanking the paper from his mouth. The taste of ink and old

nicotine lingered.
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He blinked, letting his eyes adjust to the interior. Across from him, in the bench seat
behind the driver, sat Colonel Siavash Rostami, the "Butcher of Ahvaz." The man's face was
unchanged by years or remorse: burn-scarred jaw, skin drawn tight as rawhide, the eyes as still
and pitiless as lake water in drought.

"Did you think we would simply let you go?" Rostami asked, his tone so mild that for a
moment Reza almost believed they were back in Qom, debating the finer points of Shi'ite
eschatology over tea.

Reza said nothing, counting the number of heartbeats it took for his own breathing to
steady.

Rostami leaned forward, the scar on his jaw glowing white in the harsh dome light. "That
your betrayal would have no consequences?" He tapped the butt of a sidearm, more for
punctuation than threat. "That the West would save you, like so many others before?"

Reza tried to remember the training for such moments, but realized with a small, bitter
amusement that the training had always assumed a different kind of enemy, a different
geography. Here, in the belly of the West, the old rules no longer applied.

The van lurched through a traffic circle, then up a narrow, climbing street that seemed to
spiral endlessly toward the city's higher precincts. At every intersection, the driver checked the
rearview, glancing for pursuit; but Reza doubted anyone cared enough to chase him through
Rome, not tonight, not after the week he'd had.

The city outside had grown spectral, the lights diffused by the oncoming fog, each church
dome and ruined arch transformed into a negative image of itself. Reza watched as the van
passed the floodlit dome of St. Peter's, then cut sharply left, descending into a maze of narrower

and narrower lanes.
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They stopped at a deconsecrated chapel just outside the old Vatican walls. The building
was nothing: a shell with its stained glass windows half-shattered, the once-holy iconography
inside defaced by decades of graffiti and neglect. A pair of disposable security cameras had been
rigged over the door; their red eyes blinked indifferently as the men hauled Reza out and
frog-marched him inside.

In the nave, the pews had been overturned to make a crude courtroom, the altar replaced
with a folding table stacked with files and black plastic evidence bags. The air was cold, the
smell of old incense overridden by the reek of cleaning solvent and gun oil.

Rostami sat Reza in the front pew, binding his hands to the kneeler with fresh zip ties.
Then the Colonel took a seat behind the table, opening a folder with the solemnity of a priest
preparing for mass.

He began to read, his voice devoid of ceremony. "The charges: abandoning the cause of
jihad; consorting with infidel elements; sedition against the state; blasphemy against the house of
Mahdi. How do you plead?"

Reza closed his eyes, and remembered the last time he had heard these words, the echo of
them in a prison cell beneath Evin, the ceiling painted with the mold of a hundred wasted
prayers.

He opened his eyes and met Rostami's gaze, refusing the gift of even one downward
glance. "You have no jurisdiction here," he said, his voice steady despite the dry rasp in his
throat.

Rostami smiled—a movement so minimal it barely disturbed the geometry of his scars.

"The Islamic Republic has jurisdiction wherever its enemies choose to hide," he said. He set the
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folder aside, and for a moment seemed to relax, as if this were the beginning of a lecture, not a
trial.

He leaned back, motioned to the windbreaker man, who produced a Polaroid: the
pilgrims, kneeling in the church of the Holy Sepulchre, Reza's face visible behind them,
half-shaded, but unmistakable.

"You forget, Professor, that we watch everything," said Rostami. "Even here. Especially
here."

Reza considered the evidence, wondered how much the Colonel truly understood, and
how much was unsophisticated theatre of power.

Outside, the bells of the city began to toll the hour.

Rostami waited for the chimes to end. "We have all night," he said, and closed the folder

with a sound that might, in another context, have been mistaken for mercy.

There was a strange theater to the tribunal, a choreography of bureaucracy that seemed as
old as the stones around them.

The three men behind the makeshift judge's bench had come dressed for an occasion:
civilian jackets over pressed shirts, the collars open to show that they were, above all, men of the
people. One wore glasses so thick the lenses distorted his eyes into lenticular orbs; the second
was gaunt, with a clerk's stoop and a mouth permanently poised for the beginning of a lecture.

The third, at the center, was younger but already bald, his dome polished to a soft, clerical shine.
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They sat with their hands folded, lips tight, exuding the unmistakable calm of men whose
faith in the process was exceeded only by their faith in the outcome.

Rostami took his place beside the bench, arms folded behind his back, eyes fixed on Reza
as if the trial itself were superfluous and the outcome already written on the walls in invisible

ink.

They made Reza stand for the reading of charges. The central officer unsnapped a black
leather folio and read in Farsi so formal and severe that each syllable dropped like a stone into
the cold nave.

"Accused: Reza ibn Mahmud," he intoned, not looking up from the page. "Abandoning
the eternal struggle of jihad; abetting heresy through the spread of foreign mythologies;
consorting with infidel agents in direct contravention of the tenets of the Islamic Republic;
profaning the memory of the martyrs through seditious speech; and, finally, blasphemy by word
and deed against the doctrine of the Hidden Imam."

He set the folio aside and raised his gaze, the eyes magnified into moons by the glasses.
"Do you acknowledge these charges?"

Reza kept his face as still as possible. The ropes binding his wrists to the pew had been
cinched to the point of numbness, but he stood straight, willing his voice not to betray him.

"I acknowledge the absurdity," he said. "Not the charges."

A ripple of irritation passed along the bench. The gaunt man jotted a note, fingers splayed
like a spider across the page.

Rostami let the silence linger before stepping forward. "You have made a mockery of

every oath you swore, every trust you ever received." He spoke not to the bench but directly to
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Reza, as if the trial was nothing more than formality, a necessary exhalation of state before the
blade could be drawn. "Your correspondence with Western agents is a matter of record. Your
collaboration with the so-called pilgrims has been broadcast to every intelligence agency from
Langley to Beijing."

He gestured, and the windbreaker man set a folder on the table. Inside were the Polaroids
from the piazza, but also dozens of others: images of Reza on the Via Dolorosa, Reza at a cafe
near the Israeli border, Reza's silhouette in the background of a news broadcast as the pilgrims
passed through Tel Aviv customs. The apparatus of the state had traced his every movement, then
collated it for maximum humiliation.

The man with the glasses plucked a photo from the top and examined it, then placed it so
Reza could see: the shot from Jerusalem, with Reza's face circled in red, the color already
beginning to seep across the page in a cruel bloom.

The gaunt officer cleared his throat. "We are not ignorant of your intellectual pedigree,
Professor Mahmud. We have here," and he produced a second file, thicker, dog-eared, "your
entire academic record. Your speeches at Sorbonne and Qom. Your essays in the journals. Even
your poetry, though I must say, the Islamic Republic prefers other forms."

He opened the folder and flipped through the pages, lingering on one. "And this, most
damning of all: a transcript of your child's interview at the international school in Esfahan. In
which you allowed her to recite, verbatim, the Lord's Prayer. In English."

Reza did not look away. "She was seven," he said.

The man shrugged. "Children must be guided."

They brought out more: surveillance from before Reza's defection, classroom transcripts,

marginalia from his own notebooks in which he had dared to comment on the hermeneutics of
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the Qur'an alongside references to the Christian gospels. Even his grandmother's name surfaced,
a printout of a census record in which she was identified as "baptized, Armenian Christian." That
was the oldest scar, and they knew exactly how to pick at it.

The younger judge, at the center, now took over. His voice was softer, more insinuating.
"We do not wish to punish you, Professor. We wish only to understand why an intellect such as
yours would choose to consort with apostates and enemies. Why you would risk
everything—your position, your family, your name—for the sake of a heresy."

Reza felt the dryness return to his mouth, the words clumping together like wet sand. He
straightened. "Because sometimes the truth is worth the cost," he said, and heard the echo of his
own voice, brittle and small in the vast hollow of the chapel.

The gaunt man looked up, and for a second Reza thought he saw something like pity in
the man's eyes. But then the officer flicked the emotion away, as if brushing an insect from his
sleeve.

Rostami did not move, but the burn scar on his jaw twitched. "You have no jurisdiction
here," Reza repeated, though the words felt less certain this time.

Rostami crossed the space in two steps and struck him across the face, knuckles turned so
that the ring on his hand caught the edge of Reza's lip, splitting it. The taste of salt and iron
followed, so sudden it was almost a relief.

"The Islamic Republic's jurisdiction," said Rostami, voice unaltered, "is as wide as the
sky. And as patient as the grave." He returned to his place, wiping his hand on a white linen
handkerchief, the red already disappearing into the fabric.

The rest of the trial was a performance: they read the charges, cited the verses of the

Qur'an, the commentaries of Ayatollahs long dead, even the Revolutionary Law as revised in
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2032. Each passage was delivered with the cadence of incantation, as if to summon the dead to
bear witness. The windbreaker man and the Leica man flanked the aisle, arms crossed, their
expressions set in the disdainful neutrality of career bodyguards.

It was only then, in the repetition of the charges, the unbroken rhythm of accusation and
citation, that Reza began to notice the anomaly.

Every few minutes, the Leica man checked his watch—a cheap digital, incongruous on
his thick wrist—and drifted to the narthex, pretending to check the perimeter. Each time, he
returned more agitated, casting glances at the high windows and the door. The other two men
ignored him, absorbed in the ritual, but Reza saw the nervousness in the set of the man's jaw, the
way he palmed something from his jacket pocket and slipped it into his palm before seating
himself.

A timetable, then. Or a deadline. Something was wrong, or about to be.

The tribunal drew toward its inevitable conclusion. The man with the glasses produced a
stamp—red ink, the color of bureaucratic disfavor—and pressed it to the bottom of each
document, passing them down the line. The gaunt man signed with a flourish; the bald one
pressed his initials and slid the pages back into the folder.

Rostami stood, approached the bench, and whispered something to the presiding judge.
The officer nodded and returned his gaze to Reza.

"Do you have any final words, Professor Mahmud?" The voice was almost bored, as if
rehearsing for a much larger audience than the one at hand.

Reza searched for something clever, or true, or at least survivable. But in the end, all that
came was the old prayer, the one his grandmother had whispered when the world seemed bent on

swallowing them whole.
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"Lord, have mercy," he said, not knowing who, if anyone, was meant to hear.

The Leica man checked his watch again, then slipped quietly out the door. The sound of
the city was distant, the hour uncertain.

Rostami's eyes found Reza's, and in the cold certainty there, Reza saw the shape of the

rest of the night.

Levi Bar-Nathan did not believe in providence, but he trusted his own luck, which was
less the product of faith than a ruthless application of planning and paranoia. He sat in a café
directly across from the ruined chapel. There was a demitasse cooling in front of him, and the
sports pages of La Repubblica spread wide as a shield for the camera built into the bridge of his
reading glasses.

The square was poorly lit, the only illumination provided by a single security flood
affixed to a lamppost and the stutter of ancient sodium from the main street. Levi's eyes tracked
the comings and goings with the boredom of a man who had done this too often to care about the
romance of surveillance. He noted the three men who had brought Reza in. One stayed by the
van, never more than three meters from the door. Another drifted to smoke and scan the
cross-streets. The third worked a perimeter loop, head down, shoulders hunched. No surprises
there.

Levi checked his watch. He let the second hand complete a circuit, then pressed the

comm bead between his molars, activating the secure line to the Carabinieri command post on
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Lungotevere. The voice at the other end was a woman's—her Italian high Roman, uninflected by
region.

"Posizione?" she asked.

"Confermata," Levi said, and recited the coordinates. He used the code phrase for a
diplomatic hostage situation, and then, as rehearsed, tacked on, "Vehicle assets on site, three, one
with plates of interest. Prepare for package recovery."

He flicked the camera to burst mode, snapping a sequence of the van, its plates, the men
as they passed under the lamp. He palmed a small wafer from his pocket, touched it to his phone,
and the images uploaded to the cloud with the digital equivalent of a shrug.

He waited. The men outside the chapel did not appear nervous, but their routines grew
more regular as the hour deepened; that was always the tell. Levi finished his espresso, left the
cup in place, and slipped into the alley beside the café.

It took less than a minute to reach the side entrance to the chapel-—he'd mapped it two
nights ago, during a thunderstorm, when the alarms were offline. He counted thirty-six seconds
between the patrol sweeps and used the thirty-first to pick the lock. The door yielded with a click
so faint it could have been a mouse's heartbeat.

Inside, the corridor was dark but navigable. Levi moved with the confidence of a man
who had memorized the blueprint in the margins of a crossword. He kept to the left, skirting the
old confessional and the half-collapsed font, then ducked into the sacristy. The voices in the nave
were audible, the tribunal in full swing.

He listened for Rostami's, and smiled to himself when he heard the old bastard reading

from a file with the same bored aggression as every Quds Force briefing Levi had ever attended.
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He allowed himself a brief nostalgia for the cold war of shadows, before the world had
convinced itself that all conflicts were matters of faith and not leverage.

The target was Rostami's briefcase—an ugly thing, battered leather with the crest of the
IRGC burned into the clasp. Levi knelt, withdrew his own document folder, and in thirty seconds
swapped the top layer of contents. The new files were printed with a laser from a Mossad field
office near Piazza Navona, each page a careful forgery.

Together, they implicated Rostami in a trafficking network with roots in Sicily and
tendrils in half the ports of southern Europe. The signatures were perfect, the invoices damning,
the encrypted stamp a work of art. He zipped the case closed, set it back where it had been, and
wiped the handle with a swab of isopropyl. He heard the tribunal winding up—voices rising, the
rhythm of bureaucratic closure—and decided not to push his luck.

He ghosted out the way he had come, slipped into the alley, and circled to his original
perch in the café. The men outside the chapel had not moved. He ordered another espresso, this
time letting it cool untouched, and opened the comm again.

"Subjects confirmed," he said in English, as the Carabinieri woman had requested.
"Primary target present. Evidence planted. Proceed with extraction."

"Understood," said the voice. "Units on standby. Do you require exfil?"

"Negative," Levi said, already folding his paper, the world's least remarkable man. "I'll
walk."

He watched as the first unmarked police car appeared at the far end of the piazza. Its
headlights remained off. The car moved with the inexorable caution of professionals who knew
that the difference between glory and disaster was measured in the thickness of a trigger finger.

Then a second, then a van with its side doors already cracked open, shadows moving inside.
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Levi smiled, a small, private thing, and allowed himself one last look at the chapel, where
the old world and the new were about to collide in a manner neither was equipped to survive.
He brushed the crumbs from his jacket, paid the tab, and stepped out into the Roman

night, counting down the seconds to when the story would resume.

They did not bother with ceremony at the end. The verdict was read in a monotone, the
language stripped of even the pretense of justice. The central officer, now sweating despite the
chill, announced the findings: "Guilty on all charges. Sentence to be carried out immediately, as
permitted under the law of necessity and the defense of the faith." There was no gavel, but the
sound of it was implied in the finality of the man's voice.

Rostami permitted himself a small smile, lips barely parting over perfect teeth. He drew
the sidearm from his holster and approached Reza, who remained bound to the pew, a supplicant
before a priesthood of the damned.

"This is the part," said Rostami, "where the scholar confesses and is forgiven." He raised
the pistol, sighted along the barrel, and—almost gently—placed the cold ring of the muzzle to
Reza's forehead.

The world, as always, chose this precise moment to upend itself.

The front doors of the chapel exploded inward, the stained glass shattering in a prismatic
shockwave. Three men in black tactical gear rushed the aisle, their submachine guns leveled and
their voices raised in a coordinated blast of Italian command.

"POLIZIA! MANI IN ALTO! NON MUOVERTI!"
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The IRGC men reacted as if choreographed; Leica man dove for cover behind the altar,
the windbreaker drew a sidearm, and the gaunt officer ducked low, pulling a knife from the
inside of his jacket. The Carabinieri were faster. Two quick bursts of suppressed gunfire, the kind
that was more cough than thunder, dropped windbreaker and gaunt man in a sprawl of blood
across the nave.

Leica man managed to fire twice—one shot ricocheting off a pillar. The other shattering
the kneeler beside Reza's thigh. A fourth Carabiniere emerged from the shadows and took him in
the chest, the impact folding him around the camera as if he meant to photograph his own death.

Rostami, ever the field tactician, used the chaos to flip the table, scattering files and
photos across the flagstones. He grabbed the briefcase, snapping it open, and with one hand
began to shred the top layer of documents, cramming fistfuls of paper into his mouth and
swallowing with a desperation that bordered on animal.

He almost succeeded.

The first officer to reach the altar fired a taser; the prongs stuck, and Rostami seized up,
the case dropping from his hands, jaw working helplessly. The second officer delivered a knee to
the base of Rostami's skull, and the Colonel collapsed, convulsing in a ballet of muscle and spit.

Reza sat very still, the taste of iron on his lips, watching as the police swept the room.
Each move was methodical, no hesitation. They cleared the back hall, secured the bodies, and
only then did the team leader approach Reza with a pair of shears to cut his wrists free. The
officer was young, his face unreadable behind a full-face visor, but he spoke in a tone that was
almost kind: "Sei salvo. Non ti muovere."

Reza nodded, unsure if the command was for his body or his mind.
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From the far end of the nave, he heard the sound of Rostami being hauled upright, his
wrists cuffed behind his back. The Colonel's face was a mask of hatred and disbelief, the veins
bulging at his temples as if they might burst from the pressure of what had just been taken from
him.

The squad leader retrieved the fallen briefcase, popped the lock, and thumbed through the
contents. The forgeries were right at the top, their seals glinting under the tactical light. The
officer showed them to his partner, who let out a low whistle.

Rostami saw the papers, understood instantly, and turned on Reza with a look of pure
venom. "This isn't over," he spat, in English now, for the benefit of the whole room. "You're
already dead to Iran."

Reza didn't respond. He found he had nothing left to say.

The two remaining IRGC men, those not dead or incapacitated, huddled together at the
back of the room. One was already on his knees, hands behind his head; the other stared at the
ceiling, lips moving in a silent prayer. As the Carabinieri zip-tied their wrists, the first man
turned to Reza and spoke in Farsi, voice flat and resigned:

"From this moment, you are mahdur ad-dam. Blood-worthy. Wherever you run, whatever
name you take, this follows you."

The phrase was a benediction and a curse, delivered with the finality of scripture. Reza
understood exactly what it meant: not just a death sentence, but an erasure, a cosmic
excommunication. A life not just forfeit, but unmoored from even the memory of home.

The police finished their work, escorting the survivors and the dead into waiting vans.
Rostami was last out, his head held high despite the blood matting his hair, the look in his eyes a

promise that every debt would be paid in full.
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Reza sat in the front pew for a long time, hands resting on his knees, staring at the
shattered glass on the floor. The light from outside was already fading, the world beyond the
chapel settling into another uneasy night.

He did not move until he heard footsteps approaching—soft, almost apologetic.

It was Levi, hands in pockets, face blank as a page yet to be written.

"Come," said Levi, in English. "You're free now."

Reza looked at him, at the street outside, at the darkness gathering at the corners of the
world.

He wondered, briefly, what it meant to be free.

He stood, and followed Levi out into the night.

The night outside the chapel was viscous, saturated with the residue of cordite and bad
intentions. The Carabinieri had cordoned the entire piazza, a web of blue-and-white tape
unfurling between lamp posts like bunting for a failed parade. Reza stood to the side, wrists still
numb from the plastic ties, watching the officers work the scene with a professionalism so
impersonal it almost bordered on mercy.

He tried to catalog the details: the sound of radios crosstalking in half a dozen codes; the
shuffle of the forensics team as they zipped and catalogued the bodies; the low, mechanical whirr
of a drone overhead, probably streaming real-time feeds to a dozen bureaucrats with opinions
about what ought to happen next. It was the banality of aftermath, and for the first time in hours,

he realized he was no longer afraid.
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Levi materialized beside him, hands tucked deep in the pockets of a windbreaker that was
either brand new or had been dry-cleaned to within an inch of its existence. He said nothing, just
surveyed the carnage with the flat, unamused gaze of a man who had spent too much time
watching the world rearrange itself in real time.

He produced a pocketknife, flicked it open, and with three practiced snips freed Reza's
wrists. The pain returned in a rush—pins and needles, a small personal apocalypse.

"Now you're free," Levi said, voice pitched low so it would not carry. "A dead man walks
lighter."

Reza massaged his wrists, trying to summon a sense of relief, but finding only the
memory of Rostami's last words echoing in his head. The phrase was sticky, impossible to
ignore: blood-worthy. Mahdur ad-dam. It meant he could never return—not just to Iran, but to
any of the invisible countries that circumscribed his life. It meant his family, even if spared,
would carry the taint of his name. It meant every face in the database of the Republic's enemies
had his at the top.

He looked up at the ruined chapel, the light spilling from its broken windows. "What
happens now?"

Levi shrugged, a gesture so nonchalant it might have been French. "You get a new name,
a new set of credentials. The Italians will process you as a political asylee. The Vatican will add
pressure, as a favor to the pilgrims. You'll be interviewed, observed, assigned a minder. If you're
lucky, you'll get a safe house in the south, maybe a small stipend. If you're unlucky—" he trailed
off, as if the end of that sentence was so self-evident it did not need to be spoken.

Reza tried to laugh, but it came out as a cough. He spat blood onto the flagstones,

watched it spread in the dim light. "How long before someone tries again?"
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Levi's face softened, just a degree. "They already have. You just survived the first wave.
Most don't." He hesitated, then added, "You should know: the pilgrims insisted you be protected.
They were quite—persuasive. I think you made an impression."

Reza shook his head, but the sense of loss was too total for irony. He turned his face to
the sky, watched the pale stars struggle against the orange dome of the city. He tried to pray, to
find words that would fit the geometry of the new world he inhabited, but the phrases that came
were thin, childish, stripped of context. For the first time in his life, he could not picture the God
he had served; the sky was empty, no voice echoing in the chasm where certainty had once lived.

He thought of his grandmother, her secret Christian hymns, the way she'd sung about the
wound in the world that bled light. He thought of Rostami, reciting charges with the certainty of
a man who'd long since stopped believing in forgiveness. He thought of his daughter, somewhere
in the diaspora, learning to live with the absence of a father she might never see again.

The loss was not just of country or name. It was the loss of the story that had anchored
him to the past, the scaffold of belief that made suffering noble and sacrifice meaningful.
Without that, there was only the cold arithmetic of survival: days to weeks to years, each interval
a little smaller than the last.

Levi checked his watch. "Car will be here in five minutes. If you want to see the pilgrims,
I can arrange it. Otherwise, you're a free agent." He said it like a joke, but there was no humor in
it.

Reza nodded. "Tell them—" He searched for the right words, failed, and settled on, "Tell
them I wish them well."

Levi put a hand on his shoulder, squeezed once, then walked away, merging into the

stream of officers and medics and night.
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Reza stood alone, feeling the wind off the Tiber, the smell of water and exhaust. He
realized he was shivering, but it did not matter.

He was nobody, now. And the strangest thing was, the more he dwelled on it, the lighter
he felt.

He turned his back to the chapel and started down the hill, the city stretching out below

him, lights twinkling like the oldest heresy: that anything lost could ever be found again.

Morning in the Vatican was not a moment, but a slow, generational process. The light
crept through the ancient loggias as if afraid to disturb the dreams of the centuries sleeping inside
the walls. Reza had not slept. He wandered the marble corridors like a ghost, drawn by the
silence and the faint promise of routine. Each time he passed a window, the city looked farther
away, the world outside more like a story someone else had lived.

He found himself summoned, gently, to a meeting room off the main cloister. The door
was ajar; beyond it, the eleven pilgrims had assembled, clothed in the linen and light of their own
world, faces luminous in the early haze. The room smelled of olive oil and old wood, the table a
scarred, monastic slab repurposed for this new council of the exiles.

Abel stood at the head, hands folded, eyes clear. He beckoned Reza to join them. Reza
hesitated at the threshold, unsure if he was witness or sacrament.

"We are told," said Abel, "that this is a place of sanctuary. But every place is only a

threshold for those who no longer belong anywhere."
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The rest of the pilgrims inclined their heads, some closing their eyes, as if in deference to
a sorrow that had no opposite.

Zephyr stepped forward, his movements deliberate, the shadow of his own ordeal still
visible in the way he carried his left arm.

"You have lost your homeland for our sake," Zephyr said, and the words, translated
through the cadence of another's faith, struck deeper than any verdict or curse.

Reza shook his head. "I lost it long ago," he replied, but his voice sounded brittle, false.

Abel smiled, not as a correction but as an invitation. "Still, you chose. Even when it cost
everything." He paused, then gestured for Reza to sit among them. "This is our rite," Abel
explained, "for those who no longer have a nation. It is not much, but it is all we have."

The circle formed, the aliens shifting to accommodate him, each face both strange and
oddly familiar. They did not touch, but arranged their hands in a pattern—thumbs and forefingers
forming interlocking spirals, a geometry of kinship unknown to any earthly ritual. The room
grew still, the only sound a distant bell tolling the hour.

Abel began the chant, a low, antiphonal line that the others picked up, weaving their
voices in a polyphony of loss and hope. The language was untranslatable, but Reza felt the
meaning in his chest, a vibration that threatened to splinter the careful shell he had built around
his grief.

Zephyr raised his voice above the rest, the resonance richer, more broken. "We declare
you, Reza ibn Mahmud, to be among the stateless, the strangers and exiles of every world. You
are unmoored, yes. But you are not alone."

Mehiel, who had until now remained silent, added: "On our world, we say: Those who

seek, even in exile, are the true children of the promise." He glanced at Reza, then at Abel. "Your
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own scripture says something similar, I think. Hebrews 11:13? They confessed that they were
strangers and exiles on the earth."

Reza laughed, or tried to. The sound came out as a gasp, wet with tears he hadn't planned
to show. "I used to teach that passage," he said. "I never understood it, until now."

Abel reached across the table, not to take Reza's hand, but to touch the place where it
rested. The contact was brief, a single point of warmth in the ocean of marble and morning. "It is
not faith that saves us," Abel said, "but the willingness to be emptied."

There was no formal end to the ritual. The circle relaxed, the voices faded. For a moment,
Reza sat, staring at the hands folded in his lap, counting the scars and remembering the last time
he had held his daughter's hand, or written a line of poetry without weighing the words for
heresy.

He looked up, and noticed for the first time that one of the pilgrims, a young woman with
hair the color of dawn, wore a simple cross pendant at her throat—brass, perhaps, or some alloy
unknown to Earth. The design was not the familiar cruciform, but a spiral intersected by a broken
beam, as if to suggest that suffering was not a line but a cycle, a wound that never quite closed.

He stared at the pendant, then at the faces around him, and felt the last of his anger slip
away—not because he believed, but because the possibility of belief had returned, in a shape he
could not yet describe.

When the circle broke, and the pilgrims rose to begin their day, Abel lingered.

"You are welcome to stay," Abel said, "or to go. We will not ask you to choose."

Reza nodded, then stood, the chair scraping against the floor with the gravity of the first

step after resurrection.
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He left the room, the corridor brighter now, the air scented with something like
possibility.

He walked the length of the cloister, pausing at each window to look out at the city, to
memorize the way the rooftops caught the sun, to believe, for a moment, that exile might be a
prelude rather than an end.

He did not pray.

But he did not despair.

And in the quiet, somewhere between the hammer of old faith and the anvil of what

remained, he allowed himself, for the first time, to imagine what forgiveness might feel like.
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Chapter 13: Revelations and Rebellion in Rome

The Vatican's medical suite had not changed in centuries: white tiles and the faint tang of
carbolic, windows set too high for any view but sky, and in the center, a brass crucifix flanked by
the monitors and gene-scanners of three different ages. Shera stood at the console, hands
wrapped around the control sphere, fingers numb with exhaustion and the anesthetic of protocol.

The others were arrayed along the wall, perched on examination tables built for smaller
bodies and lesser needs. Zephyr dozed with his head propped against a stack of ecclesiastical
towels, an oxygen mask pushed aside to rest on his collarbone. Abel sat with a composure that
had long since crossed over into catatonia, his eyes clouded and fixed on some point far beyond
the room. At the end of the line, Lumina-12 dangled her legs, feet not quite touching the tile, skin
the color of bad milk and lips cracked with fever.

Shera turned her gaze to the diagnostic readout, a lattice of colors tracing the collapse of
systems she had once believed unbreakable. She ran the scan again, willing the numbers to
reform into some plausible pattern, but the data only sharpened its accusation: decay everywhere,

each genome slipping sideways into entropy, the old protections failing in unison.
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She thumbed the comm. "Naira," she called, voice trembling. "You should see this."

The healer-apprentice appeared in the doorway with a speed that suggested she had not
wandered far. Naira wore her best robes, uncreased, as if dignity alone might outpace cellular
collapse. "Have you run it twice?" she asked, peering over Shera's shoulder with the hunger of
someone seeking absolution in the fine print.

"Three times," she replied, flicking the display to full transparency. "It is not drift. It is a
cascade."

Naira squinted, the implant stripes at his temples flickering as he shunted the data to his
memory. "That's not possible. Our lines held through the Epsilon Plagues and—"

"We are not in Epsilon anymore," Shera snapped, catching herself. "Sorry. But it is
systemic. All lines, all variants. No one is exempt." She motioned toward the others. "Zephyr's
mitochondria are losing the replication code. Abel's T-cells are preemptively apoptotic. And
Lumina—"

She hesitated, unwilling to finish the sentence. Instead she angled the scanner at the girl,
who rolled her eyes but extended her arm with the precision of someone raised in clinics.

The scanner chirped, and Lumina-12 winced. "Do I need another bloodletting? Or will
you just tell me how much time I have left?"

Shera glared. "You are not dying. You are recalibrating."

"Is that what we call it now?" Lumina's smile cracked open, revealing teeth already
flecked with red at the gumline. "We must be closer to the Truth than you think."

Abel stirred, his voice the faint rustle of old silk. "If it is the end, let it be named. I would

rather know."
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Shera exhaled through her teeth, the sound harsh in the sterile quiet. "It is not the end.
But it is—unprecedented. I need to run the external checks."

Thaddeus nodded, extracting a data bead from his sleeve and slotting it into the console.
"Cross-compare with local controls," he murmured, already half-elsewhere. "If this is a novel
vector, it must have an epicenter."

Shera rotated the scanner's focal ring, directing its field toward the far side of the suite.
There, beyond the partition, stood the Vatican staft: two priests in white cassocks, a pair of
orderlies in blue, and, closest to the glass, the Pope himself. He watched with a gaze neither
bored nor intrusive, but carefully, deliberately uncommitted.

Shera swept the scanner across the partition, gathering a baseline. She caught the edge of
the Pope's presence and the instrument stuttered, reset, a hiccup so minor it could have been a
software glitch. But the readout did not lie: the Papal genetic signature was not only distinct, it
was duplicated, repeating at precise intervals across the suite.

She frowned, ran the scan again, this time isolating the resonance pattern. The instrument
pulsed with urgency, lighting up the spectrum in a parade of blue and red.

"What is it?" asked Thaddeus, the first to sense the shift.

Shera tapped the display, enlarging the spike. "There's a clone," she said, voice flat. "No,
not a clone. Multiple Papal signals. All identical, all registering within this facility."

She watched the faces of the pilgrims, each processing the revelation in their own dialect
of horror. Zephyr's eyes opened wide, the fear immediate and unadorned. Abel did not flinch,
only pressed his lips together until the color drained from them. Lumina-12 grinned with a sort

of fatal glee.
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Thaddeus-9 leaned close. "That's not how the Church operates. They have succession, not
replication. There can only be one Pope."

Shera shrugged, refusing the comfort of old dogma. "The scan does not care what is
possible. It only reports what is present."

Thaddeus-9, the group's meticulous historian and keeper of their shared lore, moved to
the access terminal, fingers moving with the grace of a seasoned archivist. "Let me check the
records. There may be a protocol—something we missed. Lumina, can you help me get into
some of the library servers here?" Lumina-12 chuckled in childish bliss and began work on
infiltrating some of the lesser defended Vatican networks for Thaddeus.

While he worked, Shera returned to the data, tracking the signal through the walls and
into the bowels of the Vatican. She followed the trail to a sub-basement, where the signature
fractaled into a dozen, a hundred discrete echoes.

She swallowed, her throat raw. "There are more," she said, barely above a whisper. "Not
just here. Everywhere."

The comm beeped again. "You need to see this," Thaddeus said, voice hollow. He
projected the screen onto the suite's far wall, the image filling the space with an impossible
architecture. Blueprints of the Vatican archives, cross-sectioned and annotated, overlaid with a
web of red dots.

"Relic rooms," said Thaddeus, tapping a cluster beneath the Sistine Chapel. "Each node
corresponds to a housing unit. But instead of artifacts, the logbooks describe... population."

"Population?" Zephyr asked, pushing himself upright despite the pain in his joints.

Shera nodded, teeth bared. "Genetically identical to the Papal line. All of them."

The words hung in the air, heavy and precise.
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Shera cycled back to the local scan, zooming in on the Pope's presence. She keyed a
secondary analysis, this time focusing on mitochondrial age and epigenetic markers. The result
appeared instantly: the Pope in the suite was less than three months old, the DNA unweathered
by time or environment.

She looked up, feeling the bottom drop out of her stomach. "He's not real," she said. "Or
not the original, at any rate. He's a construct."

Thaddeus dropped into a chair, legs folding beneath him. "The entire structure—every
level, every sacrament—it is all managed by these copies. The leadership is synthetic."

Zephyr reached for the oxygen mask, missed and knocked it to the floor. Abel caught it,
replaced it over the old man's mouth, and held it there with a trembling hand. "Are we sure?"
Abel asked, but the words sounded like a ritual, not a question.

Lumina-12 giggled, coughed until she bled onto her sleeve. "I always suspected the Host
was just a placebo," she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

Shera tried to steady herself. "We need to confirm. If it is real, everything we've seen
since arrival has been staged. Our entire mission may be a trap."

She glanced through the partition, where the Pope sat in silent vigilance, hands folded
over his chest. His eyes met hers, and for a moment she thought she saw the flicker of a
smile—or perhaps just the error correction of a very good algorithm.

Thaddeus patched the comm to the other pilgrims, summoning them to the suite. They
arrived in silence: Mehiel, pale and sweating; Nova, lips pressed into a hard line; the rest,
stunned into a unity of disbelief.

Shera projected the data onto the wall, walking them through the findings.
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The pilgrims gasped. A few covered their mouths. Others trembled. One clutched his
chest, his face pale. Another stood frozen, wide-eyed.

Thaddeus-9 summarized, his voice stripped of ornament. "The Vatican is a machine. Its
leaders are manufactured. The relics—" He gestured to the lower levels, where the blueprint
glowed with hidden rooms. "—are not relics. They are grown, printed, built to order. And there is
this odd group that keeps getting referenced again and again, threaded through all this data.
Some brick builders or some such."

Mehiel managed a thin smile. "Babel all over again," he said. "But this time the tongues
are perfect, and the builders never die."

Lumina-12 raised her hand. "Does this mean we're not really here? That we're just
playing parts in their story?"

Shera shook her head. "We're real. The decay is real. But the story they wrote for us—it
was always a lie."

The suite went silent, save for the soft whir of the medical machines and the distant chant
of evening vespers.

It was Thaddeus who spoke first. "We have to tell someone, do something, show the
world," he said, almost pleading. "This cannot be what the world becomes."

Zephyr, eyes now bright with the old fire, lifted his head. "Let us decide together. There
is power in witness, at the end."

Abel finally moved, pushing himself off the table and standing, unsteady, but upright.
"Let them hear us," he said. "Let them see."

The pilgrims huddled close around the central console, their shoulders brushing against

one another, faces illuminated in the gleaming reflection of the mirrored surface. In that moment
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of solidarity, Shera perceived a striking blend of beauty and despair: a final rebellion against the
prevailing order, an assertion that they would not allow the machine to dictate their destiny.

Lumina-12's fingers danced over the interface as she proposed her audacious plan. "I can
write a virus," she declared, her voice tinged with infectious excitement. "If I inject it into the
Vatican network, we'll gain access to everything within hours." Her eyes sparkled with
determination as she glanced at each pilgrim, gauging their reactions. "From there, we can decide
our next move from a position of power."

The wall shimmered in response to her command, pulsing with an energy that felt almost
sentient. "Are you ready?" she asked, meeting their gazes with unyielding resolve.

"Now or never," said Thaddeus.

Lumina-12 grinned through the blood. "Let's break the story."

She pressed SEND.

And somewhere, deep in the walls of the Vatican, the perfect machinery of faith

shuddered, and began—impossibly—to unravel.

#

Their quarters were a converted parlor off the southern transept, furnished with the sort of
antique grandeur that would have embarrassed any actual resident of the Vatican. It now served
as the staging area for what might, with less irony, have been called the Council of the Last
Days. The lamps were dimmed, the curtains drawn, and the table in the center was cluttered with
more contraband technology than a dozen papal inquisitions could have banished in a century.

Abel paced along the edge of the carpet, his gait betraying both the weakness hollowing

his muscles and the violence of thought that animated him from within. "We can't wait," he said,
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the words ricocheting off the marble ceiling. "Every hour we delay, our story ossifies. They
control the news, the doctrine, the rhythm of the city. If we don't strike now, it will all be
normalized—another footnote to the grand narrative."

Zephyr, by contrast, sat ensconced in a wingback chair, the oxygen concentrator hissing
quietly at his side, his eyes unfocused but intent. "And if we move too quickly, we become the
heretics they accuse us of being. I've seen this cycle before: rebellion rebranded as sacrilege, and
martyrdom never ends the way it does in the legends."

"Force a new ending," Abel replied, pausing to steady himself on the back of
Lumina-12's chair.

Lumina-12 hunched over her tablet, stylus gripped so tightly her knuckles glowed. The
display projected a full schematic of the Vatican's internal network, annotated in her own hybrid
script. She paused, glancing up at the two men with the fatigue of someone twice her age. "I can
break their firewall," she said, her voice barely above a breath. "But it won't matter unless we
have something to show them. Data alone is noise; we need a spectacle."

Thaddeus-9, who had been watching the conversation with the detached amusement of a
man expecting the world to end in paperwork, set his own device on the table. "I have
something," he said, and flicked the screen to life. Rows of blueprints and schematics flooded the
display, showcasing the hidden relic factories beneath the Vatican. "These aren't just storage
rooms; they're mass production lines for fakes—supposedly sacred artifacts that have been
manufactured to maintain the illusion of papal authority and religious legitimacy."

The images shifted, revealing the inner workings of the factories: assembly lines filled
with synthetic materials, automated machines crafting reliquaries at alarming speeds. "Official

explanation?" Zephyr asked, raising an eyebrow.
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Thaddeus grinned, a small, bitter movement. "They've been printing 'miracles' for
decades. The Vatican's relics—bones, fragments, holy images—none of them are authentic. They
haven't had a single genuine relic in centuries. It's all a facade to keep the faithful in line."

Abel studied the images, his mouth working silently before he found the words. "This is
the murder of the story," he said. "They hollowed it out and wore the skin as a mask. But is this
enough to bring down Rome? A few images and some whispers of truth? The faithful have been
manipulated for centuries. They'll cling to their myths tighter now."

Shera, who had been silent until now, stood at the kitchenette, preparing a cocktail of
anti-emetics and neurotransmitter stabilizers. "It is more than that," she said, her voice soft but
carrying. "They've developed these bodies using technology stolen from the rest of the world,"
Shera said, her voice rising with indignation.

"For centuries, Rome has hoarded knowledge and privately funded their own research
labs cut off from the rest of the world and free from any international laws. Imagine the diseases
they could have cured and the lives they could have saved if this information had been available
to everyone!"

Zephyr turned to her, the old curiosity fighting its way to the surface. "Can you prove it?"

She nodded, handed him a glass ampoule. "If you know what to look for. I have enough
data for a preprint. We could submit it to half a dozen journals before dawn and every reputable
biologist in the world would see the truth. With this and what Thaddeus uncovered, it might be
enough."

Thaddeus's smile faded. "And the world would dismiss it as a hoax. Or worse, a trick

engineered by the Church's enemies. It would take decades to shift consensus, with perfect data."
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Abel pounded the table, the shock loud enough to make Lumina-12 jump. "We go over
their heads," he said, voice steady but filled with urgency. "We stream it live to every device on
Earth. We need to show the world the multiple papal clones and the deception at the center of the
Vatican."

"Multiple clones?" Thaddeus echoed, brow furrowed. "You really think we can pull that
off?"

"I do. But we need to be smart about this," Abel replied, expression thoughtful. "If we
can get live footage of him standing alongside these clones...the world needs to see the truth."

"And when the Swiss Guard descends on us?" Zephyr asked, not without a trace of
humor. "Do we fight them with syllogisms, or with the contents of Shera's medicine cabinet?
How do we get him there without raising alarms?"

Abel took a moment to consider. "We create a diversion—something to draw attention
away from the Papal apartments. While everyone is focused elsewhere, we guide the Pope to the
area where they keep the clones."

"Once we have him there, we stream the footage live," Thaddeus added, nodding as the
plan began to take shape. "If we show the real Pope next to the clones, it could expose
everything."

Lumina-12 tapped the screen, and the schematic zoomed to a room deep beneath the
Basilica. "There is a failsafe," she said. "A central relay hub for all Vatican communications. If
we access it, we bypass all external firewalls. The Guard will be watching, but—" she coughed, a
thin spray of blood catching on the edge of her lips, "—they're not trained for code."

Shera crossed to Lumina, wiped the girl's mouth with a sterile cloth, and pressed a pill

into her palm. "You should rest," she said. "Or you'll code yourself into a seizure."
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Lumina shook her head, refusing the comfort. "There's no time. Their network is
mutating, responding to my probes. If I stop now, we'll never get in."

Abel leaned down, lowering his voice to a whisper. "Are you well enough?"

Lumina didn't answer at first. She stared at the schematic, as if searching for a hidden
flaw, looked up, eyes clear despite the fever. "I am dying," she said, with the serene detachment
of a mathematician naming a constant. "But not before I finish this."

The room fell silent. Zephyr could not muster a reply.

Thaddeus broke the stasis. "If we succeed," he said, "what comes next? We're not
equipped to govern. We're not even equipped to survive a manhunt."

"We don't need to survive," Abel said, a trace of the old arrogance returning. "We only
need to pass the message forward. If the story outlives us, the world is changed."

Zephyr inhaled, drawing the oxygen through the mask with deliberate slowness. "Let's
agree to the risk. Each of us. No compulsion."

They nodded, one by one, Shera included.

Lumina-12 returned to her code, the stylus blurring over the display, her breathing ragged
but rhythmic.

Shera retreated to the kitchenette, assembled a makeshift medkit, and began sterilizing
the injector. Thaddeus sifted through his files, scanning for overlooked angles or historical
missteps. Abel resumed pacing, but with a sense of anticipation, as if every step drew the
moment of reckoning closer.

Zephyr rose from his chair, pulling the oxygen cylinder behind him. He joined Abel at the

center of the room, and together they surveyed the team.
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"We move at midnight," Zephyr said, "when the city is least awake. We split: Lumina-12
and Shera in the server room, get access to that broadcast node; Abel and Thaddeus in the Papal
apartments, you must get the pope alone somehow and to the clone area beneath his chambers;
Mehiel and I will go to the broadcast node and ensure the signal gets out. Everyone else stay here
and monitor comms."

Abel nodded, already shifting into the mode of command. "We rendezvous at the central
staircase after ten minutes. If we are not all present, the others continue without waiting. No
heroics."

Lumina-12's stylus paused, resumed. A flicker of something—curiosity,
perhaps—crossed her features as she navigated the complex lines of code. Her fingers danced
over the screen, and for a brief moment, she hesitated, her brow furrowing in thought.

"Is it possible..." she murmured, to herself, before shaking her head and pushing on with
renewed determination.

Shera glanced over, catching the flicker in Lumina's eyes but missing its significance.
"You're looking a little feverish, did you see something?" she asked, trying to keep her tone light.

"I'm fine," Lumina replied, a hint of excitement threading through her voice as she deftly
traced a series of commands. "Just an anomaly in the system."

The thought hung in the air, her focus unwavering as she continued to write the code,
unaware of the full extent of the power that lay within her grasp.

Shera finished the medkit, her hands trembling, then steadied them with a force of will.

Thaddeus secured his devices, stood, brushing imaginary dust from his sleeves.

Zephyr closed his eyes, murmured a prayer in the tongue of his childhood, and opened

them again.
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At the stroke of midnight, they would act.
For now, in the liminal quiet, the only sound was the soft hiss of oxygen and the

relentless scratching of code, as Lumina-12 wrote the first lines of the new Gospel.

They began at midnight, as planned, in the shadow-drowned corridor beneath the
Angelicum. The Vatican at night was not a place of peace, but a theater of absences—guards
stationed at every archway, lights programmed to flicker in a simulation of random occupancy,
the faint tang of ozone betraying hidden sensors to those who had never before set foot on Earth.

Shera hoisted Lumina-12's frail body against her hip, adjusting the line of the saline drip
taped to the girl's arm. The server room lay three floors down, two security doors and a firewall
that, until yesterday, had been considered impervious. She doubted Thaddeus knew the true
complexity of what they'd built in the sub-basements.

"Can you walk?" Shera whispered, more hope than question.

Lumina-12 grinned, an expression as sharp and unrepentant as a wolf's. "I can dance,"
she said, but her legs told another story, spasming with the betrayal of failing nerves. Shera
lowered her to the floor, braced both of them against the wall, breathing in through the nose, out
through the mouth, as she'd been taught.

The hallway to the server cluster was wider than expected, echoing with a silence too
perfect to be natural. Shera let the weight of her companion rest against her ribs as they
advanced, pausing at the first of the security doors.

"Your turn," said Shera.
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Lumina-12 slipped her arm from Shera's grip, shoulders squaring with an effort that
bordered on messianic. Her tablet appeared, luminous and trembling in her hands. She thumbed
the interface, conjuring a stream of false credentials.

The door's keypad flickered, a smiley face blinking to indicate error.

Lumina-12 rolled her eyes. "Their sense of humor," she muttered, and the door unlocked
with a hiss, opening on a room that buzzed with the density of a hundred million prayers, all
routed and analyzed by the same machine that tracked their every move.

Shera scanned the ceiling, noting the microcameras not present in the schematic. "They're
learning," she said.

"Let them," replied Lumina-12. "Once we're inside, I'll own them for as long as it takes."

They slid past racks of cold servers, blue-lit and muttering with the labor of centuries. At
the core, a glassed-in desk, occupied by a night technician slumped in the attitude of deep
boredom.

Shera leaned into the moment, pitching her voice to the register of the supremely
confident. "Lost?" she asked the technician, who startled, knocking over his water bottle.

The man blinked, registering their presence as a breach in the expected order. "You're not
authorized—" he began, but Shera cut him off with a smile.

"Check the schedule," she said. "We're here for an update."

The technician's eyes darted to the screen, where a hastily-forged calendar entry glowed
at the top of the list: midnight system patch, Lumina-12 and Shera as the named custodians. The
man's face settled into the acquiescence of a bureaucrat whose only job was to obey. "I can't let
you touch the root, but I'll observe," he said.

"That's all we need," said Shera, and they moved to the terminal.
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Shera steadied Lumina-12's hands as the girl stabbed at the controls, the shakes now so
bad they threatened to transpose digits at every stroke. "Hold on," Shera murmured, not so much
as an order but as a prayer.

The screen's defense software mounted its first offensive: recursive password challenges,
escalating timeouts, a cascade of faux-urgent messages from the Vatican's own cybersecurity
council.

Lumina-12 ignored them, lips pressed tight. Her code was not brute force; it was
elegance, a geometry of bypasses that left the defense logs blinking with confusion. She worked
in silence until a high keening rose from her chest, almost a song. Just as the technician began to
look nervous, the admin console surrendered, and the full schema of the Vatican's backend
spread open before them.

Shera caught the instant of victory in the girl's eyes—a flash of pure, uncorrupted joy.
"We're in," said Lumina-12, and Shera released the breath she'd been holding for what felt like
years.

The technician hovered. "What are you doing?" he asked.

"Diagnostics," Shera lied, and then, sotto voce, "Can you lock him out?"

Lumina-12 didn't answer, but a moment later the man's screen blinked to black, and the
door behind him sealed with a heavy, electromagnetic thunk.

Shera helped Lumina-12 into the chair, careful to keep the IV untangled. The girl worked
at a velocity only the dying can muster, pulling up branch after branch of the neural net. Every
access point, every surveillance camera, every shred of digital memory that kept the Vatican's

secrets encrypted. Shera glanced at the secondary display, now showing a live feed from the
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main papal apartments. In the corner: a flickering signature, the genetic beacon that had triggered
this entire rebellion.

"There," said Shera, pointing. "What is that?"

Lumina-12 blinked twice, her hands finally slowing. "That's... not a clone," she said. "It's
something else. Something controlling the others."

"A control protocol?" Shera asked.

"More like an infection." Lumina-12's voice was faint, but the words were heavy. "A root
directive. I could, in theory, talk to every copy of the Pope in the world. Maybe shut them down."

Shera met her gaze, and in that instant the cold, pragmatic hope that had always defined
her people returned. "Can you?"

Lumina-12's head drooped. "I think so. But I'll need more time."

Shera nodded. "Take it."

She pressed her hand to the girl's shoulder, a benediction she had never before given, and

turned back to the room, scanning for any threat that might still be human.

Elsewhere, the marble arteries of the Vatican pulsed with a different urgency. Zephyr and
Mehiel crept through the access tunnels beneath the Clementine Hall, guided by an antique map
and the rumor of a blind spot in the security cameras. The air was thick with the stink of old
limestone and the faint, metallic perfume of ozone.

Mehiel moved with the hesitancy of a man terrified to leave fingerprints on history. "I

don't like this," he whispered. "If the Church is what we think, they're monitoring every word."
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Zephyr paused, letting the fear run its course. "All stories are monitored," he said. "Some
by God, most by men."

They rounded a bend and nearly collided with a Swiss Guard: not the cartoonish
mercenary of tourist fiction, but a narrow-eyed killer in a suit cut to allow violence, armed with a
sidearm and the kind of conviction that makes the difference in a gunfight.

"Stop," the guard intoned. "This hallway is restricted."

Zephyr let a beat pass, then spoke in perfect, unaccented Latin: "We have been
summoned by the Office of Doctrine. Clearance midnight zero one."

The guard's face flickered, unsure. Mehiel produced a card—the one they'd filched off a
careless monsignor in the archive, the one whose credentials were, for this hour, above the
guard's own.

The man scanned it, checked a wrist terminal, and with a grudging nod, motioned them
forward.

"You have ten minutes," he said. "No longer."

They entered the broadcast annex, a warren of rooms stacked with enough AV hardware
to livestream the Second Coming. Mehiel scanned the perimeter and set up the portable comm
node they'd carried all this way. His hands were steady, though his breath quivered.

Zephyr watched the live feeds flash onto the monitors: the crowds in St. Peter's Square,
global newsrooms flickering with rumors, the papal apartments where Abel and Thaddeus were
making their final approach.

"Ready?" Mehiel asked.

"Ready," Zephyr replied. "On my mark."
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Abel and Thaddeus-9 advanced through the papal apartments like men condemned to a
known execution. The walls closed in around them, every corridor lined with gold-trimmed
paintings of saints, eyes following in a surveillance older than silicon.

They reached the final checkpoint before the private study. A cadre of four Swiss Guards
waited, rifles slung across their chests. Abel took a deep breath, exhaled, and walked forward
with the casual arrogance of one born to command.

"Emergency," he said, in the old diplomatic code. "We have reason to believe there is a
threat to the Holy Father's person."

The guards didn't buy it. Their eyes flicked to Thaddeus-9, who, for all his knowledge of
Church history, still looked and moved like an alien. The leader stepped forward, blocking the
passage.

"State your credentials," he said, fingers drifting toward the weapon.

Abel didn't hesitate. He surged forward, a blur of movement, and took the man's wrist in
a vice grip, twisting it just enough to trigger the neural block of the new world's etiquette: no one
expects violence in the House of God.

The guard crumpled, gasping. The others raised their rifles, but Thaddeus was faster,
deploying a canister that flooded the corridor with a haze of nanite-doped smoke.

"Non-lethal," Thaddeus called, but the sound was swallowed in the chaos.

A brief, ugly melee ensued. Abel moved with a precision born of training, disarming the

second guard before he could draw a bead. Thaddeus—never graceful, but always
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thorough—used his encyclopedic knowledge of the Vatican's internal architecture to predict
every move, funneling the guards into corners and choke points.

But a bullet is still a bullet, and as Abel swept the legs of the final guard, a shot rang out,
catching him high in the left shoulder. The pain was pure and clean, a burst of cold that nearly
sobered him.

"Go," Abel shouted, pressing his hand to the wound. "Get to the Pope."

Thaddeus checked that the guards were breathing, dragged Abel up and through the last
set of doors.

Inside the private chamber, the Pope sat at a simple desk, hands folded. He didn't appear
surprised by their entrance; if anything, he looked as if he'd been waiting.

"You made it," said the Pope, voice calm as water over stone.

Abel bled onto the carpet but didn't look away. "You know why we're here."

The Pope nodded. "You wish to expose me."

"Yes," said Abel.

Thaddeus patched into the comm. "Zephyr, we're in position. Start the broadcast."

On the far side of the world, every monitor tuned to the Vatican flickered, then stilled.
For the first time in centuries, the control room's failsafes went silent.

The Pope gestured, and Abel and Thaddeus-9 entered fully, the tension brittle as glass.

"Before you do," said the Pope, "let me show you something."

He touched a control, and the wall behind him slid away, revealing a vast room filled
with glass cylinders—each containing a copy of the man who now spoke. Some were older,
some younger, each a minor variation on the theme. All were alive, all watched with the same

steady gaze.
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"This is my confession," said the Pope. "We were built to preserve the Church, not to rule
it. But when the original line died, they built us to last. Rome could not bear another schism, so
they made sure there would always be a Pope."

Abel's vision blurred, but he managed to whisper: "And the others?"

"They run the Church," said the Pope. "And sometimes, the world. But always with the
same directive: hold the center, never let the story die."

Thaddeus-9 took it in, his face a study in horror and awe. "You kept the world together
through two hundred years of collapse."

The Pope smiled, thin and sad. "Would you have done differently?"

Abel, dizzy with blood loss, looked at the endless parade of himself on the other side of

the glass and wondered, not for the first time, if there had ever been a difference.

In the server room, Lumina-12 finished the virus, her fingers barely responsive. Shera
hovered, ready to catch her if she slumped.

"Are you ready?" Shera asked.

Lumina-12 nodded, the movement almost too small to see. "I will do it now."

She keyed the final sequence, and across the planet, every papal signature—every genetic
echo, every digital mask—aligned. For a moment, the broadcast showed a thousand Popes, all
speaking in unison.

Lumina-12 overrode the system, and her own face replaced theirs, pale and bloodstained,

but unbroken.
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"This is the truth," she said, her voice carried on every frequency. "The Church was built
on a story. That story was meant to save you. But the world changed, and the Church changed
with it. You have been ruled by ghosts, by echoes, by machines that believed themselves divine.
Now you can choose."

She coughed, a thread of blood staining her lip. "We are the exiles of Babel. But exiles
can tell the truth."

Shera squeezed her hand, silent.

The cameras rolled as the world watched the lie dissolve, and for a heartbeat, all of Rome

stood still.

In the broadcast room, Zephyr wept—not for himself, but for the world, which had never
asked for the truth and wouldn't know what to do with it now that it was free.
Mehiel recorded the stream, his trembling hands finally steady as he watched the old

order burn away.

And in the private chamber, Abel fell to his knees—not from pain, but from the terrible
certainty that, after all this, the story would persist, as stories always do.
The Pope—no, the machine that was the Pope—closed his eyes as if in prayer.

The alarms began, and all hell, so long deferred, was finally loosed upon the city.



Davis / Unveiled / 263

The alarms shredded the Vatican's silence in two, a shriek of digital horns and kinetic
hammers that would have woken the bones of every Pope entombed beneath the marble.
Thaddeus-9, dragging Abel through the ruin of the papal corridor, could taste the air change: the
faint copper of blood overrun by the ozone tang of overclocked circuitry and, beneath it, a deeper
rot—the stink of secrets dragged into the light.

Abel fought for breath, his eyes glazed but burning with the same indestructible will that
had carried him across the void of stars and the greater vacuum of hope. Thaddeus cradled him
against the wall, clamping the wound with a strip of Vatican-issue towel. The makeshift bandage
stained red in seconds.

"Can you walk?" Thaddeus asked.

"Can you think of a better time?" Abel said, gritting the words through a rictus of pain.

They stumbled onward, deeper into the Pope's private apartments, past the decoy offices
and plush ceremonial suites. Abel directed them by memory, his mind a palimpsest of centuries'
worth of blueprints, rumors, and forbidden legend. At the end of the corridor, Abel braced
himself and pressed his palm to an antique wood panel just below a painting of the Assumption.
The panel shuddered and withdrew, revealing a maintenance access—a crawlspace just wide
enough for two men to pass if they stripped themselves of illusion and pride.

Thaddeus squeezed through first, dragging Abel behind. The passage was lined with

fiber-optic cable and pulsed with an uncanny, faintly living warmth, as if the whole corridor were
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a vein in some larger, hidden animal. The farther they went, the louder the alarms became, until
they merged with the sound of Abel's blood in his ears.

Finally, the tunnel debouched into a room so bright and clean it seemed not to belong in
the city, or on the planet at all. Here, at the heart of the Vatican, stood a glass obelisk the size of a
coffin, humming with a blue-white light that hurt to look at directly. Suspended inside the crystal
was a human figure—not a man, not a Pope, but a wireframe model with tissue mapped over the
bones like an afterthought. Its eyes were open, lips parted as if in benediction.

Abel stared, the old anger returning through the pain. "This is what's left," he said. "They
erased the Pope and replaced him with this."

Thaddeus felt his knees weaken, not from fear but from a kind of intellectual horror. "No
one knows about this," he said, "not even the cardinals."

"That's the point," said a voice from behind.

They spun. Archbishop Conti stood at the threshold, his fine suit dusted with plaster, one
hand cradling a Beretta, the other resting lightly on the crawlspace frame. He looked at them as a
zookeeper might regard a pair of particularly ill-mannered exhibits.

"You weren't meant to see this," Conti said. "But now you have, so let's keep the
performance honest. Sit."

Abel, still bleeding, refused to be corralled, but Thaddeus pressed him down onto a
rolling chair. Conti crossed to the obelisk and laid a hand upon it, the gesture at once intimate
and contemptuous.

"Do you know what happened to the papacy after the fall of the West?" Conti asked,

almost conversational. "After the schisms, bankruptcies, Black Deaths, endless Enlightenments?"
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Abel spat onto the floor. "You lost your faith, so you built a puppet to keep the world in
line."

Conti laughed, not unkindly. "Not a puppet. A firewall. The people don't need God—they
need a story they can live with. We learned that the hard way. The last real Pope died in 1978, at
the dawn of the computer age. The rest—" He rapped his knuckles on the glass, which resonated
like a tuning fork. "The rest were this. Enough Al to be plausible, enough humanity to be
forgiven."

Thaddeus, ever the historian, found his voice. "So why the relics? The clones? The
spectacle?"

"Because we couldn't kill the old story completely," Conti said. "Every miracle is a
heresy that worked. Every canonization a patch on the code. We print relics because the world
wants to believe in them, and the world will pay for them. If we don't supply the hunger,
someone else will. You saw what happened with your... pilgrims." He nearly spat the word.
"One appearance in Jerusalem, and the world snapped back to the twelfth century overnight.
That kind of power can't be left to chance."

Abel's hands clenched, white-knuckled on the chair. "And the people who still believe?
The ones you fooled?"

"They're happier this way," Conti replied, without a flicker of guilt. "I've read your
world's Gospel, Abel. Even your Jesus understood that a parable can save more souls than a
crucifixion. Why should our age be different? A little magic—or technology," he said, nodding
toward the crystalline box, "a good story, and a lot of money, and I could make you all gods."

Before Abel could reply, the room shuddered, the alarms shifting in frequency—a signal

from the Vatican's deepest security layer.
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Conti glanced at his wrist. "Your friends have made it to the server room. Smart girl, that
Lumina-12. I give her five more minutes before she realizes the system is self-correcting."

He turned, as if to go. Abel tensed. Thaddeus caught the movement. "Wait," he said.
"What happens if you win?"

Conti paused at the door. "If I win, nothing changes. The world stays sane. The pilgrims
die in obscurity, and the archives erase you like a bad dream."

"And if we win?" Abel asked.

Conti smiled. "Then Rome burns. And the world with it. It will never be put back
together again." He saluted them, then vanished into the passage.

In the Vatican's deepest server room, Shera held Lumina-12's forehead as the girl coded
through collapse. The admin screens had stopped resisting her; the entire network had gone
eerily quiet, as if waiting for the next move.

"I'm at the master panel," Lumina-12 said, her voice a dry rustle. "I can see everything.
All the Popes. All the archives. The external broadcast is open, but there's a lock on the local
net."

Shera stroked her hair, searching for words. "Is there a backdoor?"

Lumina-12 grinned, then coughed blood onto the console. "Always," she said, and
pressed a single key.

The world went white.

At the moment the virus propagated, the Al core in the papal obelisk flickered, stuttered,
then began to degrade. Every Vatican monitor displayed the same image: the Pope's face, alive
and melting, flickering between digital perfection and the stuttering confusion of a corrupted

feed.
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A new video overlaid the old: banks of 3D printers extruding bones, nails, and splinters
of fake True Cross, all labeled in half a dozen languages. Lab techs in immaculate coats stuffing
relic boxes with DNA-validated "saint fragments." Rows of clones—children, young men, old
men—raised in secret to supply the "miracles" of a faith that had forgotten how to die.

Then, in a final, unplanned flourish, the feed shifted to a dungeon camera: Archbishop
Carlo Vignelli, stripped to the waist, lashed to a rack, arms stretched to the breaking point.
Around him, men in cassocks worked levers, their faces shrouded but unmistakable. Vignelli
screamed—a sound not of pain, but of triumph. He had forced the Vatican's hand, and now the
world would see the truth.

The feed looped, uninterruptible, across every device on the planet.

In the control room, Zephyr and Mehiel watched the apocalypse unfold in real time. The
Church's mainframe ran out of patches in under two minutes; all firewalls fell in three. The
world's press watched, then broadcast, the unraveling. Mehiel sat in the dark, hands folded,
whispering the only prayer he still remembered.

Zephyr saw his face appear on a dozen feeds—a security camera shot from the Vatican, a
passport photo from the archives, a crowd image from Jerusalem. The system had stitched his
entire existence into the narrative and now displayed it for all to see.

He smiled—not with pride, but with the knowledge that, for once, history would have to
tell the truth.

The response was instant, global, and terminal. The city erupted: pilgrims in the square
tore at their clothes and wept, some in fury, some in relief. The Swiss Guard abandoned their

posts, many stripping off harlequin armor as if shedding a skin. Phones rang in every chancery,



Davis / Unveiled / 268

consulate, and embassy in Rome. By dawn, three rival popes had emerged, and a dozen splinter
groups laid claim to the bones of Peter.

Shera and Lumina-12 staggered from the server room, sirens guiding them toward the
exit. Zephyr and Mehiel intercepted them near the bronze doors of St. Peter's, both men ragged
but intact.

"Where's Abel?" Shera asked, clutching Lumina-12 to her chest.

"North corridor," Mehiel replied. "They had to double back."

They found Abel and Thaddeus just outside the Hall of Maps, both battered, Abel barely
upright. Shera tore a strip from her sleeve and pressed it to the wound.

Abel smiled at her. "We won," he said, though his voice wavered.

Lumina-12 looked up, eyes hollow but lucid. "No one ever wins," she whispered. "But
we changed the story."

They limped through the wreckage of the Vatican, past cardinals screaming into phones
and Swiss Guards praying aloud to a Pope they now knew could not answer. Outside, the square
roiled with grief, confusion, and a strange, desperate joy.

At the edge of the plaza, a battered black sedan waited. Levi Bar-Nathan stood beside it,
jacket open, gun holstered. He nodded to Zephyr, then ushered them all inside.

"You did it," Levi said as he steered through the backstreets of Rome. "You brought the
house down."

Abel, cradled in Shera's lap, smiled. "I only wanted to see if it could still burn."

Levi laughed, thin and almost unrecognizable. "If this is what you call a miracle, I'd hate

to see what you think is a disaster."
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The city receded behind them, the Vatican already half-lit by the glow of emergency
crews and TV vans.

In the back seat, Lumina-12's eyes flickered, the code in her head still running. She stared
out the window at the world she had unmade, and for the first time since childhood, she felt
something like peace.

They drove on, into the darkness beyond Rome.

And in the shattered heart of the old world, the new one pulsed, raw and shining, waiting

for its next confession.

The safe house was not a house, but a shed built for hiding: stone walls choked with the
roots of abandoned vines, roof patched with scavenged aluminum, and windows blocked by the
refuse of fifty years' forgotten plans. Zephyr propped Abel on a cot nearest the only source of
heat, while Shera and Mehiel set about tending to the girl they'd carried all this way—the one
who had broken the world but could not, in the end, save herself.

Lumina-12 lay on the pallet, a nest of blankets cocooning her shivering form. Her skin
was the color of parchment, every pulse visible in the translucent riverwork of her neck. The IV
in her arm was all but ornamental; the saline had long ago lost its battle against the cascade
failure marching through her organs.

Shera sat at the girl's side, reading out the numbers from a battered tablet. "Blood
pressure's tanked. Oxygen low forties. She's slipping," she said, voice flat with the

professionalism of a thousand untreatable deaths.
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Zephyr reached for her hand, feeling the heat and tremor of the small bones, the wild
flutter of her pulse beneath the surface. "Lumina," he whispered, "stay with us."

She smiled, the old mischief flickering in her eyes for a heartbeat. "I already did what I
came for," she said, and coughed, wet and raw. "Is Abel all right?"

"He's here," said Zephyr. Abel lifted his hand, and the gesture—weak but
unmistakable—sent a shudder through the room.

Shera brushed the girl's hair from her forehead, then glanced at Zephyr. "She wants to see
the sky," Shera said, and together, they dragged the cot to the doorway, lifting Lumina-12 into a
half-upright position.

The night outside was not the black of childhood myth but the purple-diluted dark of a
world drunk on its own residual light. Even here, beyond the first ring road, the sky glimmered
with the static of emergency broadcasts and the digital haze of a world gone viral.

They sat her up, and the four of them gathered—Shera with her arms crossed tight,
Zephyr with his hand on the girl's shoulder, Abel watching from his own cocoon of pain, Mehiel
perched on the threshold, a silent witness to the last minutes.

Lumina-12's breathing slowed. She stared at the sky, the clouds low and shivering. "It's
different here," she said. "Not like home."

Shera swallowed, hard. "We'll take you back. When you're ready."

Lumina shook her head. "I want to go home now."

Her eyes fixed on a point far beyond the shed, far beyond the planet. Zephyr wondered,
for the thousandth time, what she saw there, and what piece of the world she'd carried with her

through the wall of pain.
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The tablet beside her beeped—once, again. A new message appeared on the screen,
Levi's ID blinking at the top.

Zephyr leaned in, squinting. "It's from Levi," he said.

Shera read the message aloud: "Satellite confirms: Your vessel is active. Repairs in
progress. Systems responding to remote signals. Stand by for further instructions."

Below the message, an image: a grainy, infrared shot of the Negev at night, the alien ship
blazing like a fallen star on the sands.

For a moment, the only sound was the rattle of the wind and the slow, struggling breaths
of the girl in the cot.

Lumina-12's gaze did not waver. She reached for Zephyr's hand, caught it with a strength
that surprised him.

"Take us home," she said, and closed her eyes.

The room exhaled. Shera bowed her head, hands clasped in prayer or defeat. Mehiel
wept, silent and convulsive, the tears spilling onto his lap. Abel turned his face to the wall, and
for the first time since their arrival, allowed himself to mourn.

Zephyr sat in the doorway, holding the hand that was now cooling, and watched as the
world beyond the horizon turned from purple to indigo, and the ship in the desert glowed, and
the ancient night—so long unbroken, so utterly indifferent—welcomed them home.

They stayed like that, unmoving, until the sky began to pale.

Lumina-12 died just after daybreak, her last breath a small, sharp gasp that left the room
emptier than any silence before it. Shera closed her eyes and kissed her brow; Zephyr traced a

cross on the girl's cooling hand. Abel and Thaddeus wept, not as pilgrims, but as orphans.
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They buried her in the courtyard, wrapped in a shroud of linen. Zephyr spoke the eulogy,
words so old and strange that the dirt was to accept them with relief. Mehiel poured out a
measure of wine on the grave, knelt, hands pressed to the soil.

Afterward, they gathered around the table, tearing into stale bread, sipping tepid water.
No one mentioned tomorrow. Abel's eyes glared over the tablet's screen. The ship's beacon
pulsed a steady, insistent, silent invitation.

"What do we do now?" Thaddeus asked.

Zephyr exhaled. "We write the rest of the story."
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Chapter 14: Schism and Shadows

Evening in Rome bled from the edges of the sky with a kind of terminal beauty, a color
Levi recognized from battlefield triage—marrow yellow, the shade that prefaces the letting of
blood.

It was the last safehouse left on his map: a flat above a storefront selling counterfeit
relics, its windows blinded by a century of blown sand and the curtains of long-evicted tenants.
The only light came from the screens: four, scavenged from the carcasses of desktop rigs,
arrayed along the table in a sick parody of a control room. Their glow limned the faces gathered
there in spectral blue, making the aliens look more like ghosts than ever before.

They sat in silence, each staring at a different channel, the only sound the faint
susurration of shifting bodies and the nasal whine of a failing air conditioner.

Abel at the head of the table, upright and starched as if awaiting a summons to the dock.
Zephyr in the near corner, chin in his hand, watching his own reflection in the black glass. Shera

moved between the kitchen and the lounge, performing rites of care that comforted no one, least
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of all herself. Thaddeus-9, the historian, had given up on human posture entirely and slumped on
the couch, legs akimbo, tablet in his lap.

Lumina-12 was missing.

She would never again take her place at the board, balancing equations or annotating the
newsfeed with her wonkish asides. The space she left—her absence—had mass, as if a black
hole orbited just behind Abel's right shoulder.

Levi's arrival was undramatic; none of them looked up. He moved through the room with
the noiseless assurance of an old ghost, setting his bag by the door, his jacket on a hook, his body
into the least uncomfortable chair. The news cycle was still in the "shock" phase, all anchors and
analysts scrambling to process the signal that had broken the world: the Vatican's confession, the
global Papal denouement, the sudden, impossible proof that the truth could be forcibly streamed
into the eyes of billions.

The room reeked of fatigue, the kind of exhaustion that left the devout unwilling to pray.

Levi cleared his throat. "It's worse than you expected?" he asked, without preamble.

Abel's gaze did not move from the screen. "No. It is exactly what we expected." His
accent, usually polished to diamond clarity, had frayed in the day since the siege. "Human
institutions only break when pushed past the self-healing threshold. We have passed it."

Shera, standing in the kitchen doorway with a chipped mug of water, countered: "It didn't
have to be like this. We could have waited. Let it leak, let the old order adapt. But you—" and
here she leveled the mug at Abel—"you insisted on Revelation."

The word carried its own gravitational field. Zephyr flinched.

On the far screen, a news anchor tried to frame the moment: "— unprecedented.

Cardinals in hiding, the Holy See all but dissolved. In Jerusalem, crowds gather at the Western
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Wall, unsure whether to mourn or celebrate. The Grand Mufti has issued a statement of—" The
feed glitched, flickered, returned to a montage of weeping pilgrims, some in white, some in
bloodied red.

Abel didn't blink. "The world needed clarity. We gave them the scalpel."

Zephyr's turn: "You gave them trauma, Abel. There's a difference." He pulled at the loose
skin of his hands, the veins stark under the pallor. "You think they will build something better
from the wreckage? They'll just build it the same, only more afraid."

Thaddeus-9, whose mind never left the archive, said, "Historical precedent supports
Zephyr's position. Post-traumatic societies default to reactionary modes. The Renaissance had
Savonarola. The Reformation had the Thirty Years' War. Collapse is never creative."

For the first time, Shera's voice was gentle. "This is not the Renaissance, Thad. We are
not Homo sapiens anymore. Our story ended before theirs began."

Abel bristled. "I refuse to accept that."

"And yet," Zephyr interjected, "here we are, hiding in a tomb, surrounded by the proof of
our own irrelevance."

A silence followed, deeper than the one before. Levi filled it with the only gesture of
comfort he remembered from his old life: he poured water into a glass and slid it, wordless, to
Zephyr. The old man stared at it, drank, the water trembling as much as his hands.

They returned their attention to the screens. The feeds had shifted to the new normal: in
St. Peter's Square, thousands still knelt in the dust, rocking or wailing, refusing to believe in the
nullity of the Chair. In Manhattan, the ticker below the talking heads showed markets in freefall,

the "Faith Economy" indexes collapsing first, dragging the rest behind. A banner scrolled:
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"VATICAN DENIALS FUEL CHAOS; WORLD LEADERS DEMAND ALIEN PILGRIMS
FACE CONSEQUENCES."

Abel pointed at the headline, his voice raw. "They still need a scapegoat. It will not be the
Pope, or the Cardinals. It will be us. It will be her." He nodded at the vacant seat where
Lumina-12 should have been.

Shera looked away, unable to meet his eyes.

On another feed, a priest with the gaunt, carnivorous look of a desert ascetic was
live-streaming from a burned-out chapel. The flames painted his face in animal orange. He
screamed into the camera, "If the shepherds were lies, what does that make the flock?!" He tore
his vestments and tossed them into the fire, fell to his knees, howling, "Sanctuary, sanctuary,
sanctuary—" until the connection failed.

Zephyr winced. "He will not be alone. They will tear each other apart."

Thaddeus, who had been tracking the social channels, added: "Already have. Reddit,
4chan, Faithnet. Most posts are suicide notes or calls for violence. Dozens of attacks on
churches. Israel is locked down. Iran's regime claims the Pope was a Mossad puppet from the
start."

Levi had seen enough. He muted the audio with a tap of his phone. "What's your plan?"
he asked Abel, not unkindly.

Abel met his gaze. "Survive. Atone."

Zephyr's smile was paper-thin. "You think that's possible?"

"I have to."

The room splintered, not with words but with the tension that can only exist between two

men who have both seen the end and chosen different ways to meet it.
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Shera tried to cut through. "If you want to survive, we need to leave before sunrise. Cairo
is crawling with every alphabet agency you've ever heard of. The only way out is through the
tunnel. The ship is still operational, last I checked."

Zephyr shook his head. "You're still thinking like a fugitive. The old world is gone. The
only thing left to do is bear witness."

"And die for it?" Abel asked, not angry, but genuinely curious.

"If that's the price."

Shera's laugh was brittle. "You would martyr us all, just to be right?"

Zephyr rose, unsteady. "You underestimate the value of a good death."

Abel stood as well. "You overestimate the willingness of the universe to care."

Levi saw it before anyone else: the line in the dust, the old men squared off like
gunslingers at the edge of an abandoned world. The others sensed it too late; by the time Shera
moved to intercept, Zephyr had already swung his palm, open, against Abel's cheek. The sound
was louder than expected—a crack, sharp, almost joyous. Abel staggered, returned the favor,
closed fist to Zephyr's jaw.

Shera screamed, "Stop!" and Thaddeus waded in, pulling Zephyr backward with
surprising strength. Zephyr flailed, caught Abel's sleeve, tearing the fabric. Abel, breathing hard,
stared at his own hand as if uncertain it belonged to him.

The screens flickered, a brief blackout, returned to images of priests kneeling, presidents
denying, mobs burning effigies of themselves.

Levi stepped between the two, his voice low but iron-precise. "If you want to die, do it

outside. I'd rather not spend my last hours on earth nursing a concussion."
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Zephyr spat blood onto the floor, wiped his chin with the back of his hand. "You think
you're above this, Mossad?"

Levi shrugged. "If we're all damned, there's no point in fighting for the upper bunk."

Silence, again. This one lasted longer.

At length, Abel turned to the rest of the room. "We go at midnight," he said. "Whoever
wants to come, comes. If you want to stay, stay."

Shera nodded, defeated. Zephyr said nothing, but did not object.

Thaddeus, rubbing his bruised wrist, mumbled, "History repeats as farce, as tragedy,
as—" He searched for the third clause, found nothing.

The group drifted apart, each seeking the cold comfort of solitude. Shera in the kitchen,
Zephyr on the battered sofa, Thaddeus in the hallway, tracing lines in the condensation of the
window glass. Abel stood alone in the center of the room, staring at the empty chair, fingers
flexing in and out as if to remember the shape of the blow.

Levi studied them all, steady as a mariner eyeing the distant line where sky meets
sea—the glassy stillness a thin veil over the coming storm.

The screens kept playing, the news cycling through grief, rage, acceptance, and back
again.

Midnight would come, whether they moved or not.

But in that hour, with the future already unspooling behind them, Levi wondered if there

had ever been a choice at all.
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The knock was three short raps, neither hesitant nor insistent, followed by the scrape of a
key in the lock. It was a good knock, calculated to erase doubt before it could escalate to
violence—a trick Levi recognized, and which he appreciated, since in this room a second's
uncertainty could get someone killed.

Abel was first to react. He slid his hand beneath the table, the movement almost invisible,
but Zephyr caught it and matched the gesture, slipping something—Xknife or code, Levi couldn't
guess—into his palm. Shera froze in the kitchen, mug held to her chest like a shield. Thaddeus, a
half-beat behind, fumbled for the telescoping baton Levi had left in the umbrella stand on his last
visit.

Levi could have announced himself, but there was theater in the moment and he wanted
to see it unfold. Besides, he was not alone.

The door opened, and Reza ibn Mahmud entered, gaunt and travel-stained, the dust of
three countries still on the cuffs of his trousers. He paused, letting the silence settle, and stepped
inside with the weary dignity of an exiled minister returning to a bombed-out parliament. Behind
him, Levi followed, closing the door with a click soft as a tongue in prayer.

For one instant, no one moved.

Shera exhaled, the mug sloshing water down her wrist. "Reza?" she said. Her voice
cracked on the second syllable.

Reza bowed, a gesture both formal and exhausted. "Shera. Zephyr. Abel." He hesitated,
looked to Thaddeus. "And Thaddeus-9. I am glad to see you are all—" He considered the word
"alive," let it die. "Here."

Zephyr was on his feet, hand still white-knuckled on the hidden blade. "How did you find

us?"
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Levi answered for him. "I have my ways. The Israelis aren't the only ones who keep track
of heretics." He let the sentence breathe, letting the word hang as both joke and warning.

Shera had not moved from the kitchen. "Why is he with you?" she demanded, gesturing
with the mug to Levi.

Levi shrugged. "In the Negev, I saw your 'failed' ship do what ours never could—make
enemies kneel together." He surveyed the room, cataloguing the differences since his last visit:
more blankets, less food, the sour odor of too many bodies in too small a space. "You managed
what Mossad couldn't in seventy years. That earns you a visit."

Abel was slow to trust, but slower to anger. "You come to finish what you started?"

Levi shook his head, a movement so small it barely shifted the air. "No. You're already
finished, in the only way that matters. I'm here for the post-mortem."

Reza laughed, a ragged sound. "He means it. The world is different now. Your
broadcast—" He gestured to the silent screens, their chyrons looping disasters—"it shattered
everything. The Shura Council is fractured. The Supreme Leader is in hiding. The only people
still certain are the dead, and most of them are still voting."

Abel broke the moment with a bitter smile. "So what now? You want us to surrender?"

Levi crossed the room, taking a seat with his back to the wall. "You misunderstand. I
want you to survive. That is all I ever wanted." He flicked his gaze at Zephyr. "You, too, though
your taste for martyrdom is less entertaining in person."

Thaddeus-9, ever the scholar, recovered first. "Is the Vatican really gone?" He glanced at
Reza, then at Levi, as if seeking a final arbiter of the story.

Levi produced a phone from his pocket, tossed it to Thaddeus, who caught it two-handed.

"See for yourself."
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On the feed, St. Peter's Square was filled, not with pilgrims, but with riot police and
armored trucks. The crowd pressed at the barricades, a single living organism howling in a dozen
languages. In the window above the colonnade, a hologram flickered, cycling through the faces
of all the past Popes in a stuttering loop.

Reza leaned over Thaddeus's shoulder, reading the scrolling translation. "They're
claiming the transmission was a terrorist hoax. But no one believes it. The Nuncio confessed it
was true."

Shera's hand trembled. "All of them? Every Pope?"

Levi nodded. "For the last two centuries, yes. The rest were replaced, digitized, or
entombed. You gave the world a reason to look. That's all you ever needed."

Zephyr, slumped in his chair, said, "And the world wants blood, I suppose."

Levi smiled, lips thin. "Not yet. They want answers. They want to know what comes
next."

Abel looked at Levi, eyes shrewd. "And what do you want?"

Levi's answer was surgical. "I want you to be the last. The world is not ready for another
miracle, or for more of your dead. I want the story to end here, with all of you walking away."

For the first time, Zephyr laughed. "You never cared about faith. Only about the optics."

Levi let it pass. "Optics are reality, Zephyr. That is why your story matters."

Shera cleared her throat, gestured to Reza. "Why did you bring him?"

Reza answered before Levi could. "Because you need a translator. And because you trust
me, still." He took a seat, folding himself neatly onto the floor at Abel's left. "You forget—I've

been watching since the beginning. I know your story better than you do."
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The group lapsed into silence, the only sound the buzz of the screens and the hum of the
ancient AC. Levi produced a second device from his pocket, a wafer-thin laptop, and opened it
on the table. "I have something to show you," he said, keying in a string of codes.

The screen filled with satellite imagery: a stretch of desert, an inset of the Negev, the
coordinates triangulated and highlighted. In the frame, a geometric shadow lay etched on the
sand—a black triangle, unmistakable, blurred by heat shimmer and atmospheric distortion.

Zephyr leaned in. "The ship survived."

Levi nodded. "It's begun to repair itself. In two days, it doubled its power output. In a
week, it will be ready for atmospheric exit."

Shera frowned. "We left it for dead."

Levi: "It disagreed."

Abel's voice was low. "We should go back."

Zephyr bristled. "You would abandon this world so quickly?"

Abel: "We did what we came to do. This world is broken. We are broken. There's nothing
left for us here."

Zephyr: "You sound like a human. Is that the disease, or the cure?"

Thaddeus broke in, voice trembling. "What if we can't leave? What if it's a trap?"

Levi's answer was unflinching. "It is always a trap. The only question is whose."

Reza studied the faces of his companions, said, "If you leave, it will be a mercy for the
world. If you stay, you'll only make the wound worse."

The room divided, not by words, but by the lean of bodies, the set of jaws, the direction
of averted gazes.

Shera looked to Abel. "You choose, and we'll follow."
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Abel closed his eyes, opened them, bright and fierce. "We go," he said. "Tonight."

Zephyr's mouth twisted, but he did not object. "You never could bear an unfinished
story."

Abel: "Neither could you."

He closed the laptop, pocketed the phone, and stood. For the first time since childhood, a
pang of regret—for the world, for the future, for the possibility that there might have been
another way—stirred in Levi's soul.

"I'll arrange the transport," he said. "But when you go, you go for good. No second
coming."

Abel nodded. "No resurrection."

"Deal," said Levi. He left the room, closing the door behind with the same deliberate
click.

Inside, the group sat, the screens glowing, the night stretching ahead as the last of their

kind prepared to vanish into the dark.

After midnight, the safehouse contracted to a single pool of light, its perimeter defined
not by the battered walls but by the radius of Shera's diagnostic tablet. The others huddled closer
than their mutual hatreds would have allowed at any earlier hour, drawn by the grim inevitability
of watching one of their own unravel in real time.

Shera worked the scanner with surgeon's hands, brushing aside Zephyr's weak protests

and Abel's intrusive questions. She had fallen into her old field-hospital cadence: ignore the
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drama, fix the meat, leave the philosophy for the postmortem. The readout was ugly—worse than
she'd expected. All of them were deteriorating. The signature was unmistakable: mitochondria
failing in cascade, neural pathways fraying, the same telltale uptick in apoptosis that had
preceded Lumina-12's last, fatal hour.

Zephyr absorbed the news with a brittle silence. He had been the group's oldest for so
long that the idea of accelerated entropy felt like a personal affront. Abel responded with an
immediate volley of hypotheses—was it local food? environmental mutagens? a delayed immune
response from their earlier exposures? Shera cut him off. "It's not the city, it's us," she said. "We
are burning out."

Thaddeus-9, for once, had no clever line. He stared at the floor, then at his own hands,
already cataloguing the data of his impending collapse.

Levi witnessed all this with the detached interest of a pathologist at a plague ward. He
had seen these group dynamics before: how stress and mortality compressed post-humans into a
bickering cluster of mammalian instincts.

Reza broke the silence. "There may be another option," he said, voice low. He looked at
Abel, then Zephyr, then at Shera, who only shrugged. "You said the ship is healing itself. But if
we reach it, what happens? Do you think it will let you in?"

Abel replied, "We have the command codes. I wrote half the root."

Zephyr: "And if the decay is embedded in us? We might carry the fire home."

Shera, flipping through scan results: "We need a fix, not a faster coffin."

Levi cleared his throat. "There is a theory in my country," he said, "that when a system

fails, you return to the source. Not just to reset, but to find what infected the line. In this case,
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maybe not the ship, but—" he paused, savoring the drama, "—the place where your line diverged
from ours. Cairo. The Citadel. The first schism."

The idea infected the room at once. Thaddeus looked up. "You mean the cradle of the
Gnostic heresies?"

Shera: "Or the archive beneath Al-Azhar. The offshoots, the failed hosts, the pre-canon
genelines."

Zephyr licked dry lips. "They tried to purge those records centuries ago."

Abel: "But we know where they are. We have the maps."

The group, by some unspoken law, drifted into two camps: Abel, Shera, and Thaddeus on
one side; Zephyr and his silent adherents—those who believed in retreat, in strategic withdrawal,
in not making things worse—on the other. Reza and Levi, both outsiders, occupied the literal and
figurative middle ground.

The discussion devolved into a series of increasingly shrill hypotheses. Zephyr called it
suicide to try and breach the Cairo vaults; Abel argued it was suicide not to. Shera, unexpectedly,
took Zephyr's side: "If the decay is memetic or engineered, you'll just vector it to the rest of the
colony. Better to die here."

Abel: "Better to die trying."

Thaddeus: "History will record only the attempt. No one remembers the ones who
waited."

Reza: "History doesn't care. Only the survivors do."

The argument reached its crescendo when Zephyr slammed a palm on the table, doubled

over with a ragged exhale. Shera's scanner blared; Thaddeus caught Zephyr before he hit the
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floor, but Zephyr twisted, coughing, eyes gone unfocused. Blood, nearly black in the half-light,
dripped from his nose.

Shera dropped her tablet and reached for the old man's wrist, reading the pulse.
"Arrhythmia," she said. "We have to stabilize him."

Abel grabbed the med kit, but Shera waved him off. "Just hold him still." Levi, unsure
why he moved, helped pin Zephyr's shoulders as Shera fumbled with the injector, prepped it, and
drove it into the neck. Zephyr seized, stilled. For a moment, his eyes rolled back, and by degrees,
his breathing slowed.

The crisis was intimate. Thaddeus, ever the archivist, wept openly, snotty and helpless. In
the aftermath, no one spoke for five minutes. The only sound was Zephyr's breathing, hitching
but alive.

When he finally woke, he blinked in confusion. "Did I win?" he croaked, managed a
crooked smile.

Abel, for the first time in hours, laughed. "You always do."

The group exhaled as one.

Abel wiped his eyes, looked to the rest. "We came seeking the birthplace of our faith," he
said, voice trembling with sincerity. "Instead, we found its testing ground. Our choice now
defines not just our fate, but—" here he looked to Levi, who nodded once—"the fate of this
world."

Reza, wiping Zephyr's mouth with a napkin, said, "In Islam, after the Prophet's death,
there were those who believed only his bloodline could lead, and those who believed in
consensus. We killed each other for centuries over who was the rightful successor. Our children

still die for the mistakes we made. Don't let your purity tests doom this one."
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Thaddeus, still sniffling, said, "We are not so different."

Levi: "No one is."

Shera, exhausted: "So we go to Cairo?"

Abel looked to Zephyr, who managed a nod.

Levi unzipped a pouch, withdrew a battered hard drive. "I have a friend in
Mossad—what's left of it. There's a Nag Hammadi codex in the Coptic vaults, mentions a
'star-born sickness' and a way to slow it. We don't have much time, but it's better than waiting to
rot."

Reza: "I know a priest. He'll get us in."

The decision, when it came, felt less like consensus than surrender.

They packed in silence. Shera dosed everyone with a cocktail of anti-inflammatories and
mitochondria boosters, then loaded the med kit for travel. Thaddeus helped Zephyr to his feet.
Abel shouldered the backpack and, before leaving, touched his palm to the lintel, as if hoping to
remember this last home.

Levi held the door as they filed out, then followed. But not before detouring to the back
room, where he tapped a secure line into a battered satellite phone and whispered coordinates,
followed by a single sentence in code.

In the corridor, Reza waited, eyes narrowed. "You still don't trust us," he said.

Levi shrugged. "Old habits."

Reza smiled, without humor. "Just remember—sometimes the only thing more dangerous
than a zealot is a cynic."

Levi pocketed the phone, joined the others in the stairwell, where the air stank of old

soup and the promise of new betrayals.
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They moved as a unit through the night streets, the city above them blissfully unaware,
the world's future now riding in the back of a battered taxi, heading for the Citadel.

In the morning, there would be news of disappearances, of betrayals, of hope deferred.
But for now, the schism held. They were, all of them, falling apart. But for the first time in

history, they were falling together.
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Chapter 15: The Wound Beneath Cairo

The taxi expelled them into the pre-dawn guttering of Cairo, its doors sighing as if
exhausted by the cargo it bore. The air was a suspended hemorrhage, thick with the iron-filings
scent of dust and the slow rot of three thousand years' accumulated dead. Abel was the first out,
and stumbled on the curb, catching himself with the rigid, terrified posture of a man who has just
learned the geometry of his own impending collapse.

He steadied himself against the hood. The skin of his palms, usually a study in
immaculate translucence, was now mottled and waxy, like marble that had remembered the clay
from which it was quarried. Behind him, Zephyr clung to the taxi's frame, breathing in small,
desperate sips, his lips blueing at the seams.

Shera clambered out next, hauling the medkit and the diagnostic wand. She paused on the
sidewalk to scan Zephyr, Abel, and herself, the device clicking its tongue of subsonic

disapproval. Her face was a ledger of losses—she no longer pretended to tally the positives.
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Reza ibn Mahmud emerged from the front passenger seat with the dignity of a pallbearer;
he had spent most of the drive hunched forward, both arms wedged under Zephyr's shoulders,
counting each breath like a miser tallying coins. He closed the door, nodded once at the
driver—who neither waited for payment nor for fate to catch up—and looped Zephyr's forearm
across his own. The old man's weight was negligible, but his tremors had become unpredictable,
so Reza braced his hip to absorb the first sign of a seizure.

Levi Bar-Nathan materialized at the rear, tossing a duffel over one shoulder and scanning
the street with the deadpan acuity of a man whose sense of home was measured by lines of sight
and egress. His jacket was nondescript but the bulge at his ribs—pistol, or possibly a tangle of
hard drugs—was as pronounced as a tattoo. He eyed the sky, the rooftops, the narrow slot
between buildings where the only light was the anemic blue of a public access point blinking in
the dark.

Cairo was never silent, not in the hours when the living retreated and only the city's
dreams wandered the streets. The markets had not yet woken, but above and below, the city
seethed: drones stitched lazy arcs over the skyline, and somewhere a muezzin practiced the first
call to prayer, his voice lost in the soup of static and ancient longing.

They walked, or at least progressed. Shera kept the wand out, muttering to herself as it
charted the decline of her charges. Abel lagged, head down, as if each step cost him a memory he
could ill afford to lose. Zephyr's breathing was a metronome of entropy. Reza matched his pace
to the old man's, murmuring the names of every side street Levi took, as if to memorize the exile
one artery at a time.

At every intersection, Levi paused and listened, not for police or intelligence

services—those would not risk an open operation in this quarter, not yet—but for something
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quieter, the click and glide of foreign feet. They heard none. The paranoia was, for once,
justified.

"Keep close," Levi said, barely above a whisper. "If we're being tracked, it's by the ones
who never appear in the legend."

Abel laughed, the sound dry and threadbare. "We are the legend."

Zephyr coughed, the effort bending him almost double, and spat a clot the size of a
knuckle into the gutter. "History always discards the authors," he managed, wiping his mouth
with the back of his hand. "But never the printers."

Shera flinched, as if the line was a physical blow. She stopped, checked Zephyr's pulse,
opened a vial, and pressed it to his lips. He swallowed, grimacing.

Reza caught Shera's gaze. "How long?"

Shera was not in the habit of lying to adults. "Hours, if the slope holds. Maybe a day for
the rest."

Reza nodded. "We'll make the Citadel."

Levi snorted. "Assuming the Citadel is still there, or what you think it is."

Shera pocketed the wand, resumed the walk. "And if it's not?"

Levi shrugged. "Then we find out what flavor of failure the world prefers."

They walked on.

The route was circuitous—Levi doubled back twice, once into an alley so narrow they
had to go single file. Zephyr's shoes scraped the concrete, the sound a dirge for brittle bones.
Abel, despite his staggering, kept his eyes on the skyline, as if each satellite dish was an omen.
Shera scanned every doorway, every patch of shadow, unwilling to trust the darkness. Reza was

the only one who looked back, periodically, at the empty space behind them.
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They all noticed, but none remarked, that the space between Reza and the others was
precisely the width of a small, missing girl.

A half-hour later, Levi called a halt in a cul-de-sac behind a defunct mosque, its minaret
stripped of the old copper. Here the city was at its most archaecological—walls layered with
centuries of graffiti, all in different hands, none legible but all insistent. Above the mosque door,
someone had spray-painted in clumsy English: THE TRUE PROPHET NEVER COMES.

Shera sat Zephyr on the curb, his breath now a soft whistle. She injected something into
his arm; the effect was not immediate, but he sagged less.

Abel stood by the threshold of the mosque, one hand against the pitted limestone. He was
sweating, but the salt did not reach the surface; it beaded, receded, as if his body had finally
given up on the notion of cooling itself.

Levi pulled a phone from his pocket, dialed, held it to his ear. He listened, said nothing,
snapped it shut, and ground it under his heel. "If they were tracking us, we just bought a few
hours."

Reza crouched beside Zephyr. "You see it, don't you? The sickness is not just in the
flesh."

Zephyr closed his eyes, nodded. "Entropy in the line," he said. "We never evolved to die
among so many strangers."

Shera looked at Abel, but his face was turned to the city, watching the minarets melt into
the bruised horizon.

"Why here?" Shera asked Levi.

He gave a half-smile. "The Citadel is not a fortress, not anymore. Beneath it, the old

regimes hid their shame. The British, the Nasserites, the U.N.—all built on the bones of the last
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failed savior. I have a friend in Mossad who swears there's a chamber, older than Babel, that the
Ottomans bricked over. No record, but the satellites show a void." He handed Shera a piece of
paper, a hand-drawn map with three different layers of legend, all annotated in the same minute
script. "Here."

Shera took it, studied the ink. "This is the job, then? To see what's down the hole?"

Levi shrugged. "Or die above it."

They sat in silence. Zephyr's breathing eased; Shera had administered the dose perfectly,
and the old man opened his eyes and focused on Abel, who had begun to pace the alley, hands
clasped behind his back.

Abel stopped, turned, and addressed Zephyr, though the line was meant for all. "Do you
believe," Abel said, "that anything we find can save this world?"

Zephyr laughed, his voice a dry paper tearing. "I believe the world has no interest in
being saved."

Abel's face contorted, and for a moment, the old arrogance returned. "You mistake
entropy for destiny," he said. "We were brought here for a reason."

"And you mistake reason for grace," Zephyr replied. "We are the detritus of our own
convictions."

Reza looked up, the shadow of a smile on his lips. "Children," he said, "save your
strength."

Abel glared at Reza. "You think this is childishness?"

"I think," Reza said, "that arguing the telos of a suicide mission is redundant."

Zephyr managed a smile. "Spoken like a true apostate."
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Abel bristled. "And you, Zephyr, will go to the grave believing that despair is a form of
wisdom."

Zephyr gripped his knees, forced himself upright. "Better despair than the arrogance of
perpetual hope."

"Enough!" Shera snapped, her voice a scalpel. "You are both dying. We all are. Maybe
the city will survive us, maybe not. But if you keep bleeding energy on this, we'll never reach the
threshold."

The silence was immediate, and relieved.

Levi zipped his jacket. "The tunnels begin behind the next block. If we move now, we
beat the morning patrol. If you two want to continue the dialectic, do it on the way."

They stood, one by one. Shera slung the medkit over her shoulder. Zephyr leaned on
Reza, who took the weight without complaint. Abel walked ahead, proving he still could.

In the mouth of the alley, they paused and looked back. The street was empty, but for the
first time, Zephyr saw what the others did: the precise, haunting vacancy where Lumina-12
should have stood, feet not quite touching the ground, arms akimbo, ready to break the silence
with the awkward, necessary truth.

Zephyr inhaled, and the pain of it made his eyes water. He said, "We move."

The group fell into line, Levi at point, Shera behind, Abel and Zephyr in the middle, Reza
at the rear. The sun was still below the rim of the world, but Cairo's sky already bled with the
promise of heat and sorrow.

They walked toward the Citadel. Behind them, the echo of the lost child followed—a

shadow they could not outpace.
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At dawn, Cairo thickened around them, the sunlight filtered through a haze of oil and
sand so dense it rendered shadows moot. The city's waking was an affront: car horns, the staccato
of bootleg generators, the clang and yell of hawkers unloading wares. But beneath it, in the
labyrinth Levi navigated, silence reigned—a fossilized hush as old as Babel, as unyielding as the
city's bedrock.

Levi led them around the Citadel's perimeter, ducking through a series of alleys that had
survived every regime change by never mattering enough to chart. Reza's gaze locked onto
Zephyr's shuffling feet, alert for any stumble; the old man's gait was a slow, stuttering
negotiation, each step a hard-won compromise. Abel walked just behind Levi, head high, as if
hoping the air would cut through the thickness in his lungs. Shera, at the rear, checked her
medscanner at intervals, face growing grimmer with every beep.

They entered the Citadel through an unassuming maintenance hatch, its lock disabled by
a method that bore all the hallmarks of Mossad handiwork—subtle, silent, easily overlooked
unless you knew precisely where to look. Levi checked the corridor, beckoned them inside.

The passage was an artifact of a forgotten epoch: stone blocks the color of jaundiced
ivory, mortar oozing in uneven seams, the floor sloped to channel centuries of runoff toward
some lost sump. The air was cooler but carried a tang of something metallic and almost sweet,
like the promise of an autopsy.

Their portable lights carved a tunnel of visibility three paces ahead, and the darkness
devoured all else. Zephyr inhaled and exhaled in tiny, calculated increments, conserving oxygen

as if it were a finite resource.
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Shera caught up with Abel, handed him a mask. "Ammonia spike in the air," she said,
voice low. "If you value your alveoli, put it on."

Abel took the mask, donned it without argument. "How long until it's unsafe?"

"Already is," she replied. "But the thresholds are different for each of us. Zephyr—" she
looked back, saw the old man leaning against the wall, "—is at his limit."

Reza steadied Zephyr with one hand, the other holding a second mask, which he affixed
gently over the old man's mouth and nose. "Keep breathing," he said. "Slow and shallow. Like
we practiced."

Zephyr's eyes fluttered, focused on Reza. "If I expire, don't bother with rites. Burn the
remains. No use giving the worms a head start."

Shera snorted. "You won't expire. Not yet." She jabbed his upper arm with a slender
injector, and Zephyr grimaced.

Levi waited at the next junction, scanning the walls with a pocket torch. "We're looking
for a sigil," he said. "Ottoman, or older. Friend said it looked like a key wrapped in a serpent."

Reza raised an eyebrow. "The symbol of the Magian Brotherhood. They built half the
secret libraries in the Caliphate, vanished when the Mongols came. No one ever found their
archives."

Levi grinned. "Then I guess we're first."

They moved deeper, the passage narrowing until the group had to squeeze sideways,
hands scraping the stone. The walls here were different—etched with lines that shimmered
faintly in the oblique light, not carved so much as melted into the mineral substrate. Abel ran a
gloved finger along the patterns, and his pulse spiked.

"These aren't Arabic," he said. "Or Greek. Or anything I've seen."
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Mehiel, silent until now, pushed past Shera to inspect the marks. He fished a lens from
his pocket, scanned the etchings. "It's pre-Babelian," he murmured. "An ur-language. But not
entirely unfamiliar."

Shera glanced at the old historian, a flicker of respect in her eyes. "You sure?"

"Linguistics is all family resemblance," Mehiel replied, tracing a spiral that terminated in
a glyph like a bent fishhook. "But the syntax is... wrong. Recursive, almost viral. Not meant for
translation, only repetition."

Abel looked at Zephyr. "Is that how they kept the story from dying? By encoding it so
that destroyers would carry it forward?"

Zephyr shrugged, the movement more philosophical than physical. "Stories always
survive their tellers. Lies too."

They pressed on.

The passage opened suddenly into a chamber, domed and ribbed like the inside of a bone.
The walls were tiled in ceramic, each piece stamped with a letter or a number, forming a
tessellation so dense that Shera became dizzy just looking at it. Levi directed them to the center,
where a spiral staircase descended into a pool of darkness.

"Down here," he said.

Shera scanned the air again. "Oxygen at eighty percent. CO: rising."

Abel peered down the stairwell. "How far?"

"Fifteen meters," Levi guessed. "Maybe more. My friend's read on the blueprints was
hazy—the deeper you go, the less sense the records make."

They descended.
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At the bottom, the air was syrup. Shera's scanner flickered red, shut off. Abel's limbs
were slowed, as if the marrow in his bones had been replaced with lead. Mehiel stumbled,
righted himself with both hands on the rail.

They found the sigil: a circle, bisected by a staff, entwined with a double helix of serpent
and flame. At the foot of the circle, a panel of stone jutted from the wall, inlaid with writing that
wasn't writing—Enochian, Abel thought, or something meaner and older.

Reza stepped forward, scanning the text. "It's not a lock," he said. "It's a warning."

Zephyr smiled through his mask. "They always are."

The group clustered around the panel. Abel traced the lines. "It's a series of instructions.
Mehiel?"

Mehiel blinked, focusing with effort. "I can get some of it. The structure is imperative,
like a command line. The first line says: To enter, abandon breath and bleed. The next—" He
squinted. "Memory must be poured out. Only the empty may pass."

Zephyr grunted. "And the last?"

Mehiel's lips moved as he parsed the symbols. "The last is a denial of the first—if you
carry faith, you must bind it. If you bear doubt, you must speak it."

Shera looked at Abel. "Sounds like your kind of suicide puzzle."

Abel smiled, but his eyes were flat. "We do what the story requires."

Levi gestured at the edges of the panel. "There's a receptor here. Probably blood."

Abel drew a lancet from his sleeve, pricked his thumb, and smeared the bead of red onto
the receptor. The stone drank it with a sound like thirst. Nothing happened.

Zephyr reached forward, did the same, his blood slow to well but dark, almost black. The

stone glimmered, but didn't move.
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Shera and Mehiel each added their own. At last, Reza pricked his wrist, and the blood
that spilled was thin, almost pink, as if his body had forgotten how to make red.

The wall shuddered. A seam appeared, vertical and hairline.

"Ready?" Levi asked.

No one answered, but they stepped back as the panel retracted, revealing a vault lit from
within by a bluish, improbable light. The chamber beyond was vast—a void packed not with
treasure but with the detritus of failed attempts at eternity. Tablets of gold, warped and corroded.
Scrolls laminated in resin, wound so tightly they threatened to snap. Devices in glass cases, their
innards ossified but still emanating a soft, oscillating hum.

At the center of the vault, on a pedestal of bone-white stone, sat a tablet. Not clay or
metal, but some hybrid, etched with Enochian in lines so fine they were almost digital. The tablet
pulsed with a blue light, each cycle aligned with the arrhythmic beat of Zephyr's heart.

They entered the vault together, Abel first, Shera close behind. Mehiel circled the
perimeter, eyes wide, hands behind his back. Levi lingered by the door, one hand on his pistol.

Reza moved to the pedestal, drawn by something neither compulsion nor curiosity. He
stared at the tablet, then at the air above it—where, as the blue light brightened, a pattern
resolved itself: a spiral, a cross, and the broken beam from his grandmother's childhood stories.

Reza's knees buckled, but he didn't fall. He reached out, fingertips trembling, and the
tablet responded, casting the symbols up and into the air, so that the ur-language shimmered in
three dimensions before them all.

Mehiel's voice was hushed. "It's a record. Not of a people, but of a sickness. A spiritual
pandemic."

Abel's hand hovered above the script. "Can you read it?"
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"With time," Mehiel said. "But the syntax is recursive. Every answer is a question in
disguise."

Shera stepped up, scanner in hand, and ran it over the tablet. The device sparked, reset,
the screen filling with static.

Zephyr, behind them, knelt and closed his eyes. "We've found the heart," he said, "but I
fear it is only an echo."

Abel ignored him. "We take it," he said. "We carry it out and let the world see what it has
always denied."

Levi shook his head. "You'll never get it past the checkpoints. If the authorities don't kill
you, the true believers will."

Shera's hands shook as she reached for the tablet. "There's a resonance. Like it wants to
be carried."

Zephyr opened his eyes, watery and rimed with red. "Everything here wants to be carried.
That is the only reason it survives."

Abel hesitated, lifted the tablet from its base. The light dimmed, consolidated, the
patterns folding in on themselves until nothing remained but the dull, matte surface and the
lingering cold in the air.

They stood in the vault, five now, but the shadow of the sixth had grown so palpable that
even Levi looked back into the corridor, as if expecting a child's voice to puncture the silence.

No one spoke. The world above was a long way off, and the future had never felt farther.

At last, Reza whispered: "We have it. Now what?"

Zephyr's answer was almost a prayer. "Now we bear it, and see if it bears us."

The exit was not far, but the burden had already doubled.
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Nova Theia's scanner failed the moment it passed over the tablet. Not from
interference—just absence. The device let out a low whine, then went dark, as if recognizing it

had no jurisdiction here.

"It's not reading," she muttered.

Abel, crouched near the artifact, didn't look up. "Or it's reading us. And refusing."

Zephyr leaned against the far wall, arms crossed, breath shallow. "There is no cure for
judgment."

Mehiel moved slowly around the vault's perimeter, fingers trailing the walls. "These
aren't inscriptions," he said. "They're scars."

Reza stepped forward. "Creation remembers. This isn't an anomaly. It's the mark left
when everything broke."

Shera approached the tablet. Her scanner flickered once, then sputtered. She lowered it.
"We can't fix this."

Zephyr's voice was steady, though thin. "We were never meant to. The wound isn't for us
to close."”

The chamber brightened—not light, but resonance. Glyphs pulsed along the walls and
tablet—spirals, spears, fractured crowns. Amid them, faint outlines resolved: towering figures,
their forms blurred, elongated, unnatural.

Abel squinted. "Those... aren't human."
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"No," Reza said. "They're Nephilim."

Mehiel stopped. "The old stories. Giants—offspring of angels and humans. Born of union
not permitted."

"They believed they could restore Eden," Shera said. "A perfect fusion. Power to seal the
fracture."

"They misunderstood," Reza replied. "They saw the wound and thought it a gap in the
wall. Tried to fill it with strength."

"But the wound isn't a weakness," Zephyr murmured. "It's a sorrow. A memory of the
Fall. You can't overpower it. You have to bear it."

"They tried," Mehiel said. "They merged heaven and earth by force. And were devoured."

Nova took a step back from the tablet. Her breath quickened. "Why record it?"

Reza answered softly. "To warn. This artifact doesn't contain evil. It remembers it. Every
attempt to reverse the curse by human—or hybrid—means."

Shera knelt, her heart racing as the name slipped from her lips.

"But Christ—"

The moment that name was spoken, the air thickened, heavy with the gravity of
recognition. Time itself seemed to suspend, as if the universe paused to draw breath. Shadows
flickered and danced, and in that stillness, a profound understanding pulsed through the
room—an electric hum echoing in the silence.

Zephyr, his eyes gleaming with a clarity carved from centuries of wisdom and sorrow,
nodded slowly. "Christ didn't bypass the wound," he said, his voice a low rumble that resonated

deep within their souls. "He entered it. He bore it. And in so doing, He broke its power."



Davis / Unveiled / 303

The words hung in the air, vibrating with the weight of truth, as if the very fabric of
reality shifted to accommodate their significance. Each syllable carved its way into the hearts of
those gathered, a reminder of the ultimate sacrifice, the sheer depth of divine love intertwined
with human suffering. They were not merely speaking of a historical figure, but of a cosmic
truth—a promise that transcended time and space, echoing through the ages like a celestial choir.

In that moment, they understood: the wound was not a barrier, but a bridge. Not merely a
scar, but a testament to the relentless pursuit of redemption—a reminder that true healing could
only begin when one dared to face the darkness head-on. The air pulsed with a sacred
anticipation, the weight of generations resting on their shoulders."

Reza stepped toward the tablet. "And yet it remains. Why?"

Abel looked up, eyes sharp. "Because Earth is Satan's last stronghold, the last to yield.
Satan won in Eden, he won when men and angels attempted to heal the wound, he won at Babel,
he thought he had won at Golgatha."

The chamber fell silent. The glyphs pulsed slowly now, fading to a rhythm more
mournful than menacing.

Nova's voice was barely audible. "So this isn't the infection."

"No," Zephyr said. "This is the scar. The wound is healed. But the body remembers."

Mehiel knelt beside her. "Until the King returns. Until the Kingdom is fully here."

Nova's breathing hitched. Blood ran from her nose.

Shera rushed to her side. "Her system's collapsing."

Nova grabbed Shera's wrist. "Let me do it. Let me carry it. Just to the surface."

Shera shook her head. "There's nothing to carry. That's the point. We're not asked to fix

it—just witness."
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Nova smiled faintly. "Then let me be the witness."

She reached for the tablet. The glyphs responded, not in protest, but recognition.

Reza whispered, "She's offering presence, not power."

As Nova touched the artifact, the light intensified—cold, sorrowful, vast. It washed over
the chamber, pressing everyone to their knees.

No explosion. No revelation. Just silence.

When it faded, Nova lay still. Her body untouched, expression peaceful.

Zephyr whispered, "The wound endures. But so does grace."

Shera closed Nova's eyes. "She didn't fix it. She bore it. That was enough."

Reza stood slowly. "Until the King returns."

They left the chamber together—scarred, but not broken. The artifact remained behind,
pulsing faintly, not as a threat, but a witness.

And Earth, the last holdout, turned quietly in the dark, awaiting its healing.

The ascent from the vault was quieter than the descent, though not for lack of breath or
burden. Nova's body remained behind, still as the tablet that had outlived her. No one spoke of
her—not out of indifference, but because language felt like desecration. What she had seen, what
she had borne, was folded now into the silence each of them carried like marrow.

Shera walked first, the artifact cradled beneath one arm, its weight both unchanged and

unbearable. She did not look back. The others followed in a dim procession, bruised by truth,
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bound by something holier than allegiance. Zephyr leaned against the stone as they climbed,
slower now, as if the vault had taken something vital from the air.

Abel had not spoken since Nova's final breath. His face was drawn, stripped of the fuel of
rhetoric. Whatever sermon had once burned in him was now ash. Reza moved quietly, eyes fixed
ahead, but his fingers brushed the wall intermittently—as if reading its scars for guidance.

No one mentioned the wound. They had seen it not in the stone, but in themselves—in
the failure of angels, in the folly of giants, in the death of one who had come only to understand.
The Nephilim had tried to seal it with power and were devoured. Nova had tried to understand it,
and was claimed. Only Christ had borne it. And even that wound, though healed, still wept
across the ages—waiting, aching, for the return of the one who could finally make the earth
whole again.

By the time they reached the upper passage, the cold had returned. Not the chill of air, but
the kind that comes after revelation.

Shera moved ahead, the artifact under one arm, the medkit swinging from the other. She
did not look back as Abel, Reza, Zephyr, and Mehiel straggled after, their movements jerky with
exhaustion and the invisible effort of holding themselves upright.

At the first landing, she stopped. Her hands went through the ritual of triage—check the
pulse, the pupils, the rate of respiration—but it was more habit than hope. She unlatched the
medkit, laid out the vials, then pried the artifact open at a seam that ran just beneath the surface
script.

Abel leaned against the wall, sweat beading in the hollow of his throat. "How long do we

have?" he asked, voice almost casual.
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Shera eyed him, then glanced at Zephyr, whose pupils had dilated to near black. "A few
hours," she said. "Maybe less, unless I can synthesize something from this."

Zephyr tried to smile, but the effort made his eyes glassy. "I have a theory," he said,
lifting his own scanner with hands that trembled visibly. "The tablet's resonance can be
dampened. If we flood our systems with counter-frequencies, we can slow the progression."

Shera nodded, already rifling through the diagnostic readouts. "I'll need the protein
ampules. And the binder from the environmental kit." She spoke as if each word might shatter in
the air, so she delivered them in a monotone, monotone being the only thing that wouldn't cut.

Mehiel sat on the floor, back to the wall, his knees folded to his chest like a child
awaiting a verdict. "What happens if it fails?" he asked. "Will it hurt?"

Shera's hands did not pause. "It already hurts," she said. "This will just make it slower."

They worked together, Shera and Zephyr, compounding the serum in a borrowed pipette.
Each step was rehearsed, mechanical. Shera's pulse thundered against her ribs, a staccato
drumbeat of dread with every mix. The worst of it was not the fear of failure, but the certainty
that every win was temporary, a stalling of the inevitable. They were writing their own elegy, line
by line.

Abel's fingers twitched as Shera measured each dose, his gaze intense, almost predatory.
"We have to decide," he said, not for the first time. "If we return to the ship, we can preserve the
artifact. If we stay—"

"If we stay," Mehiel interrupted, "we infect the next city, the next world, the next
generation. The cycle continues."

Abel shook his head, the movement sharp. "If we leave, the story ends unfinished."
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Reza, who had stood silent, watching the corridor behind them, finally spoke. "Not
unfinished," he said, "just unsatisfying."

The others turned to him, expecting a sermon, but he offered only a shrug.

Shera loaded the first vial, bled the air from the needle, and handed it to Abel. He took it,
jammed it into the soft part of his thigh, and depressed the plunger with a grimace.

Reza took his next, then Mehiel, who whimpered but did not protest.

Zephyr hesitated, then offered his arm to Shera. "You first," he said, his voice nearly
gone. "You're the one who still hopes."

Shera injected the dose, feeling the cool burn as it hit the bloodstream. For a moment,
nothing changed. Then her vision sharpened, the tunnel flickering with unnatural clarity. She
could see every vein in Zephyr's hand, every twitch in Abel's jaw. It was, in a way, worse.

Zephyr exhaled, then grinned. "That's... new."

Abel stood, testing his balance. "How long will it last?"

Shera checked her own pulse. "An hour, if we're lucky."

The serum worked as promised: it dulled the worst of the malaise, allowed their thoughts
to coalesce. And, as always, it brought the argument back with double force.

"We need to warn them," Abel said, pacing the landing. "If we escape now, we can still
reach the Negev, still get the artifact to the ship."

Mehiel shook his head. "Even if we broadcast, no one will believe us. The truth only
matters if it hurts enough to change the world."

Zephyr, recovered somewhat, countered, "We can't stay. The local authorities will track
the anomaly, and then we'll be dissected—maybe worse."

Reza eyed them all, then turned to Shera. "What do you think?"
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Shera packed the vials, then looked at Abel. "I think the world never wanted the story.
But if we leave it behind, it will find a way to retell itself, through the next generation of
pilgrims, or the next cycle of catastrophe."

Abel smiled, lips thin and white. "So we're damned either way."

Reza's voice was low, but it carried. "The cycle isn't damnation. It's necessity."

Mehiel's laughter was hollow. "That's cold comfort."

Zephyr set his scanner on the floor, then joined the others in their debate. "We are what
the universe made us," he said. "We were never meant to be cured, only to carry the wound
farther."

Abel stopped, faced Reza squarely. "And you, apostate? Do you believe in salvation?"

Reza considered the question. "I believe in witness. If nothing else, we are here to
remember the wound. That is enough."

Shera heard the echo of Lumina-12 in the words, the same insistence on presence over
survival. She blinked, then wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

"We decide together," Shera said, her voice now iron. "We have one shot. Do we go to the
ship, or do we finish the mission here?"

Abel's answer was immediate. "We run."

Mehiel nodded, then looked at Zephyr. "You?"

Zephyr hesitated, then: "I agree."

Reza's answer was softer. "So do L."

Shera looked around, then nodded. "It's settled."
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They gathered their gear, slung the artifact between Abel and Zephyr, and followed Levi's
map to the exit—a disused drain that would open onto the city's edge. Shera took one last look at
the vault's threshold, where Nova's body lay curled in its final sleep.

She whispered a prayer, then closed the door behind them.

The city above was brighter, harsher, but less real than the blue-lit vault. Shera breathed
in the smog. Its particulates, catching in her lungs, caused her chest to momentarily seize. But the
serum dulled the worst of it.

They moved through the alleys, staying close, their shadows telescoping in the rising sun.
Mehiel walked beside Reza, each step synchronized, as if their arguments were now finished
forever.

Zephyr kept pace with Abel, both of them glancing back at Shera whenever she stumbled.
Abel's face was set, determined, but there was a sadness in his eyes that had not been there
before.

At the city's edge, they paused. The Negev shimmered in the distance, a white blur
beyond the urban crust.

"We can make it," Shera said. "If the serum holds."

Abel nodded, then looked to Reza. "Lead the way."

Reza smiled, and for a moment, Shera saw the old man as he had been: calm, wise, and
almost at peace.

They set out, a diminished caravan, the wound now a scar, the story unfinished but no
longer unsatisfying.

For the first time since landing on Earth, Shera let herself believe in the possibility of a

new ending. Not a cure. But something better.
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The city was a necropolis by midnight: the call to prayer silenced, the street markets
closed, every window dark behind blastproof shutters. In the borrowed apartment, Levi sat alone
at the kitchen table, his only company the harsh blue light of a secure tablet and the faint static
hum of a white-noise generator. The others had collapsed into uneasy sleep or a deeper, more
clinical exhaustion. Abel, who had a long-documented aversion to the necessity of rest, now
slept draped across the couch, mouth half-open, one hand still gripping a printout of the artifact's
translation.

Levi's fingers were numb, but his mind was ferocious, alive in a way it hadn't been since
the collapse of the old Shin Bet. He decrypted the Mossad data in stages—Ilayer after layer, each
more elegant than the last—and each time he broke through a firewall, the sense of dread in his
chest thickened.

The file was titled simply: "Project Manna."

He opened it.

It was, at first, all the things he expected: satellite surveillance of the Negev ship,
personnel lists, heat signatures, chemical traces. Under the blue tabs, the unredacted memos.
Beneath those, the real meat—handwritten field notes, smuggled minutes from UN Security
Council subcommittees, psychological profiles of every surviving alien witness.

The last section was the worst: "Manna Protocols: Preliminary Report, Phase I." It was
written in English, but the subtext was clear in every line: the UN, along with a coalition of

"interested partners," had been preparing to weaponize not just the ship, but the faith itself. They
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had studied the pilgrims' doctrine, mapped the viral vectors of their story, and designed a suite of
memetic payloads capable of catalyzing mass religious fervor, or mass apostasy, depending on
the target.

The final paragraph chilled him.

"The vessel is a vector, not a relic. Control of transmission equals control of reception.
The world's spiritual economy is open-source; we can fork the line at will."

Levi closed his eyes, massaged the bridge of his nose, and let the nausea pass.

When he finally looked up, Reza was standing in the doorway, hands folded, face
impassive.

"How long have you...?" Levi asked, voice a whisper.

Reza stepped into the kitchen, poured himself a glass of water, and sat across from Levi.
"Since Jerusalem," he said. "When the first attempts to hack the ship failed, it became obvious
they would try something less—" he searched for the word, "—subtle."

Levi nodded, slid the tablet across the table. "They're tracking every move. There's
already an op at the crash site. They have the command codes."

Reza read for a minute, closed the file. "Can they stop us?"

Levi thought about this. "Not unless they get there first."

Reza smiled, a small, sad smile. "Then we have a chance."

In the living room, Abel stirred. Shera, never truly asleep, opened her eyes and blinked
the world back into focus. Nova, perched in a makeshift bed by the window, was already awake,
scanning the feeds for movement.

Levi rapped his knuckles on the table. "Up," he said. "We leave now."

Abel sat up, rubbing his eyes. "What happened?"
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Levi did not sugarcoat it. "They're onto us. The ship. The artifact. The whole story. If we
don't get to the Negev before sunrise, we lose everything."

Shera checked the medkit. "I have enough for one more round," she said. "No boosters
after that. We'll have to sprint."

Nova pulled on her boots, zipped her jacket to the chin. "I rerouted the protocols," she
said. "But the hack is moving fast. Once it takes root, the ship's Al will self-destruct rather than
be suborned."

Abel gripped the artifact, knuckles white. "We move now."

Reza nodded, made a call. In five minutes, a battered Peugeot pulled up to the curb, its
headlights off, the driver a ghost behind the wheel.

They piled in—Shera and Nova wedged in back, Abel and Reza up front, Levi in the
jump seat with the medkit and the artifact. The driver spoke no English, but his hands were
steady and he did not flinch as they sped through the darkened streets, past the barricades, past
the strip-malls and the old Coptic churches, and out into the black.

For an hour, the car raced through the desert, headlights strobing over dead road and
stunted brush. No one spoke; the only sound was the rush of wind through the cracked windows
and the dry, arrhythmic cough of the engine.

At the checkpoint, Levi flashed a badge and spoke three words of Hebrew and two of

French. The guards waved them through. East, into the desert they ran.
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Chapter 16: The Last Stronghold

The desert was a page torn from the beginning and end of time. Every hour nearer the
ship brought a doubling of heat, of silence, of the singular violence that is entropy and purpose
welded together. They crossed the Negev in the hour before the sun, when the sky is the color of
old bone and the wind burns cold against the eyes.

The vessel hovered above the sand, a shape that defied taxonomy—neither wing nor hull
nor temple, but all three. The phosphorescent veins of its underside pulsed with growing urgency.
The whole of it suspended three meters above the salt-glass crust, as if resisting the gravity of
this planet marked the beginning of its ascent.

Zephyr lagged behind, his stride at first measured, wavering, and finally something
worse—a periodic listing to the left, a drift Reza noticed before anyone else. The old man's skin
had gone the color of kelp, every vein a riverbed mapped in green. Shera walked beside him,
talking less and less, the medkit's inventory reduced to what comfort she could ration by touch

and voice.
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Mehiel was the first to sense the wrongness in the air: not ozone, not the familiar static of
Earth's battered comms, but a pattern that itched along the inside of his skull. At two hundred
meters from the vessel, he halted so abruptly that Thaddeus-9 collided with his back, nearly
toppling them both.

"Wait," he said, in the shared tongue of their old home. "The line is breached."

Naira, though depleted, nodded in instant comprehension. "Manna?"

"Worse," Mehiel said. "There are two hands on the knife."

Shera, catching up, said, "Explain."

But Mehiel was already pulling the access wand from his belt, his fingers lacing the
device's ends with a practiced violence. He knelt in the sand, boots grinding through the crust,
and called up a spatter of ghostly glyphs in the air, their light searing blue against the predawn
dark.

"Protect me," he said to no one and everyone.

The others—Abel, Naira, Reza, Shera—fanned out in a ragged line, facing the horizon. In
every direction but north, the desert was an uninterrupted plain; northward, the first hints of dust
clouds signaled pursuit, still minutes away.

Mehiel's attention tunneled, leaving the world outside the shimmering net of code. The
ship's interface responded instantly, its own signature a familiar gradient of scent, color, and
semantic flavor. He reached for it—met, at once, by the stutter of hostile logic.

"Project Manna," he murmured, parsing the attack signature. "Their code is thin, but

quick. It's not designed to heal, only to disable."
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He attacked, flooding the channel with a recursive block. The Manna code withered,
split, and returned in a dozen recombinant forms, each more desperate, less elegant. Mehiel's lips
moved, ancient words suturing the space between alien and Earth, gospel and algorithm.

"Status!" Abel called from the perimeter.

"They are inside the shell but not at core," Mehiel replied, voice thick with concentration.
"They're breeding—copying their logic at every node. But I'm faster."

Naira scanned the horizon, squinting against the sun's first broken teeth. "Four vehicles,"
she announced. "Maybe more. Unmarked."

Abel unslung the shock rifle, ran a diagnostic, braced it across his chest. "Manna?"

"Or the ones who pay them," Reza said. He glanced at Zephyr, now half-kneeling, lips
moving in a prayer that was as much sigh as sound.

Shera injected Zephyr with another ampule. "How long?" she asked him, not as a medic
but as a friend.

Zephyr smiled, a thin, parental gesture. "Long enough to see the story's end."

Mehiel's world became pure abstraction. The ship's logic resisted the invaders with a
ferocity bordering on sentience, but Project Manna had seeded the shell with traps: time bombs,
logic knots, memories encoded as pain. At each turn, Mehiel unwound the sabotage, the process
drawing him deeper. Deeper into an architecture less code and more confession. Each protocol an
invocation, each passphrase a fragment of ancient regret.

The lead vehicle crested the last dune, spraying white dust. It was armored, the kind the
UN used when plausible deniability ran thin. Behind it, two pickups followed, bristling with men

and hardware; some wore the desert-camouflage of Western PMCs, others the improvised armor
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and hand-painted iconography of local zealots. The last vehicle was a family van, windows
crowded with faces, eyes wide—another roadside spectacle.

Shera stared blankly at the convoy, her mind running calculations. "Four minutes," she
said to Abel. "Maybe less."

Abel knelt beside Mehiel, never taking his gaze off the approach. "Can you buy us time?"

Mehiel, teeth gritted: "If I cut the power, the shell will fall. They could storm the ramp."

Abel: "Do it."

Mehiel did. The ship's logic rippled, phosphorescent veins dimming, pulsing at
half-strength. The vessel dropped a meter, thudding the sand with a tremor that kicked up a
corona of salt and dust. The nearest UN vehicle fishtailed, nearly losing control.

Shera: "You just saved us?"

Mehiel: "No. I made the battlefield smaller."

Reza drew Zephyr upright. "Do you want to be inside?" he asked.

Zephyr shook his head, clear-eyed for the first time since Cairo. "I will witness," he said,
gesturing for Reza to leave him. "Go."

The rest formed a tight cordon around Mehiel. Thaddeus-9 worked the backup
diagnostics; Abel and Shera positioned themselves on either flank, the rifle's muzzle tracking the
movements of the first responders as they dismounted and fanned out in a textbook infantry
wedge.

The Manna code was now everywhere—spliced into every relay, every redundant
backup. Mehiel's world constricted to a tunnel, the interface's resistance growing intimate, almost
erotic in its violence. Sweat dripped from his brow, evaporated instantly, leaving a salt crust in

the hollow above his lip.



Davis / Unveiled / 317

The UN squad was first to close the distance, thirty meters out, twenty. They stopped,
weapons raised, uncertain of their orders. The pickups behind offloaded their cargo: zealots with
improvised banners, a cross of neon duct-tape, a crescent welded from scrap iron, both held high
to signal truce or apocalypse.

At ten meters, the UN commander called out: "Surrender. You are surrounded. No harm
will come if you comply."

Abel grinned. "They don't believe their own threats," he whispered.

Shera: "Which means they have standing orders to kill us anyway."

Reza stepped forward, hands raised. "Let me speak," he said.

Abel shook his head, but Reza advanced until he stood alone between ship and siege.

He called out in perfect English, the Oxford cadence catching foreigners off guard: "We
are not a military force. We have no weapon that can hurt you. Let us leave, and the story ends
here."

The commander paused, pointed at the vessel. "What is that?"

"It is a ship," Reza replied. "A memory of the world before Babel. They're going home, if
you'll help protect them long enough. This will all be over."

The soldiers muttered, glancing at the zealots. Someone behind the lines was streaming
the scene—Reza could see phones held aloft, the blue glint of recording lights. One by one the
soldiers turned and formed a line between the mob and the ship.

Mehiel reached the core of the logic knot. It was beautiful in its way: the Manna
engineers had used children's faces as their root password, a chain of stock images spliced

together to form the key. Mehiel recognized the tactic; it was meant to destabilize, to slow him
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with grief. Instead, he let it through, seeding the chain with a recursive loop of his own. Each
child's face mutated into the next, until the sequence collapsed under its own weight.

The hack stuttered. For a second, the interface went black. The vessel's light surged,
brighter than before. The Manna code shrieked its death cry—a digital howl only Mehiel could
hear—then vanished.

"Done," Mehiel said, falling back onto his haunches. "But the ship cannot lift with this
weight."

Abel: "Meaning?"

Mehiel: "If you board, you will never leave. The logic will consume you before the
engines fire."

Shera spat. "So we're stuck?"

"Unless someone remains behind," Mehiel said, "to bear the infection."

The pickup truck zealots surged forward, ignoring the UN perimeter. The soldiers fired
warning shots, but the zealots pressed on, waving banners, chanting in a dozen dialects, some
ancient, some new. Reza was nearly trampled, but the sight of him—a brown-robed scholar with
no badge or weapon—gave the mob pause.

Zephyr, alone at the ship's base, sat cross-legged, eyes closed, the pendant at his neck
glowing faintly in the vessel's light. The moment stretched. The sun broke over the dunes,
turning the entire tableau to gold.

Abel tried to lift Zephyr. "It's time," he said.

Zephyr nodded, whispered: "You go. I will stay."

Mehiel's eyes went wide. "That's suicide."

Zephyr smiled, almost gentle. "You always said the only way out was through."



Davis / Unveiled / 319

Shera shouldered Zephyr's arm, trying to help him up. "We'll find another way," she
promised.

But Zephyr shook his head. "This is the way."

Behind them, the mob pressed forward, the UN line dissolving in confusion, soldiers
arguing with zealots, the family van's children clambering onto the roof for a better view. It was
the siege of the future by the past, and no one remembered what side they were supposed to be
on.

The group reached the vessel's ramp. The ship's veins pulsed, the air around it shivering
with the pressure of energy barely held in check.

Zephyr's voice was the last word, carried over the dust and din: "Bear witness," he said.
Mehiel was finally able to transfer the coded virus out of the ship's quantum core and into
Zephyr's DNA. The ship was free of the Manna attack, but Zephyr's fate was sealed.

The ramp opened to the world outside. Inside, the ship hummed, waiting for the last line
to be spoken—for the story to either end or begin again.

Outside, the siege closed in, and the desert prepared to remember everything.

In the liminal light under the hull, the vessel's shadow cooled the air and every color was
blued by ionized dust. Here, Abel found the steps that would make a pulpit of the world's last
alien relic. He ascended the platform at the ship's base, the metal cold through the worn soles of
his shoes. He was no longer the appointed speaker, nor the emissary of consensus, but something

simpler—an animal at the mercy of the story he had tried to master.



Davis / Unveiled / 320

The ship's veins illuminated him from below, rendering his face in stark contrasts
between light and dark. Each breath shadowed the bones of his jaw, his cheeks, his eye sockets,
the ridges of brow. He activated the relay. Not the emergency beacon, not the native comms. But
a hybrid peripheral built in the weeks between first crash and final siege—a jerry-rigged
transmitter designed to infect every camera, every receiver, every lens pointed by accident at the
Negev.

The others lingered on the sand—some upright, rigid as driftwood. Others bent low,
knees pressing into the shore like penitents before an unseen tide. Still others as if for prayer or
for surrender. The sky above the horizon was a writhing mass of drones and dust, the UN patrols
breaking formation in the face of the surging crowds behind them. The chanting of the zealot
mobs had congealed into a low, ceaseless moan. Somewhere, a child was singing, high and
off-key, the melody lost in the static but the yearning clear.

Abel opened his mouth, and the ship's logic translated the tremor in his throat into
perfect, planet-wide audio.

"We have come from the line of Seth," he said, "from the wound that split the sons of
Adam across the sky. We believed ourselves the last and best: the proof that the curse could be
outlived, that the first infection would fade to myth."

His voice was everywhere now—rebroadcast in mosques, in embassies, in the
holoscreens of New Seoul and the headsets of squaddies in Sao Paulo. It was heard in the
underground confessionals of Rome and the surveillance bunkers of Colorado Springs. It was,

briefly, the voice of humanity.
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"We believed our story a closed circle. We arrived to find only a wound that
glowed—never healing, never hidden. The world was made for this: the final act, the test of what
we could become without a shepherd."

He paused, the silence more total than any noise.

"We came seeking a utopia and found a battlefield. This is not failure. It is proof—proof
that this world was always the center, that the last war between light and darkness is being fought
here."

He let the words hang, waiting for the echo to fade. He tried to picture the billions now
listening, or pretending not to listen. He tried to imagine them as anything but a statistical cloud.

"Some will call us deceivers," Abel said, eyes fixed on the sea of faces beyond the UN
cordon. "Others, martyrs. But the wound is real, and the only medicine is witness. Choose your
own side, but know that the story does not end until you end it."

He killed the feed. The silence that followed was absolute. No applause, no jeers, only
wind. To the far north, the stuttering of automatic weapons where the first vehicles had breached
the perimeter.

At the foot of the ramp, Zephyr was waiting. He had not moved since the first shot of the
siege, but now, with the broadcast finished, he beckoned Reza and Levi to his side.

Zephyr's deterioration had accelerated. His left arm hung at an odd angle. His fingers
blue and unresponsive. The skin along his jaw was patched with scaly, iridescent lesions that
glinted in the vessel's cold light. He smiled, the effect both grandfatherly and inhuman.

Reza knelt beside him, unsure what words remained to be said.

"You were always the best listener," Zephyr said, his voice low but clear. "I see now that's

all the world ever needed."
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Reza shook his head, tears beginning to well. "There must be something we can do."
Zephyr reached for his neck. It took both hands to unclasp the pendant—a small
reliquary, wrought from the same not-metal as the ship, suspended on a cord of braided hair. He

pressed it into Reza's palm, curling the fingers around it.

"The first exile was from the garden," Zephyr said, eyes shining. "The second is from the
world. There will never be a third, unless you choose it."

Reza tried to give the pendant back. Zephyr refused, the grip on Reza's wrist
paradoxically strong.

"I will remain," Zephyr said, and though the words trembled, his face did not. "My body
will be testimony, when the story is forbidden again."

Levi hovered a step away, face impassive, but the knuckles of his left hand had gone
white against the stock of his sidearm.

"Don't do this," Levi said, voice barely above a whisper.

Zephyr laughed, a wet, hacking sound. "You never could bear unfinished business."

Reza looked to Abel, standing at the base of the ramp, framed by the blue of the vessel
and the red dawn beyond. Abel said nothing, but nodded, once, the gesture as final as any
blessing.

Shera and Naira emerged from inside the ramp, Mehiel between them, nearly
unconscious but smiling in a way that made Reza suspect he knew the story's end already.

Zephyr settled himself cross-legged on the sand, directly under the hull. He adjusted his
robes, the motion careful, deliberate. He closed his eyes, hands folded over his lap, the pendant's

empty cord still draped across his throat.
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A single shot cracked the air, distant but perfectly clear. The siege line had broken; the
mobs now surged forward, heedless of the threat, eager for blood or miracle. The first of them
reached the ship's shadow, halted abruptly by the sight of Zephyr, immobile and luminous in the
blue-cast gloom.

Some knelt; others wailed; a few reached out, hoping for a benediction.

Zephyr did not move, did not breathe. He had chosen the only sacrament left to him.

The depression in the sand was a miracle or a joke, and none of them could decide which.
A shallow basin, carved by wind or the discarded shadow of the ship, but in it a pool of clear
water had welled.

The liquid—neither briny nor sour, was as sweet as anything Reza had tasted in thirty
years of exile and compromise. Streams of condensation on the hull of the ship caused by its
power-up routines had gathered and run off the surface into the depression. The dry desert air
gave up every last molecule of water in miraculous fashion.

They knelt at its edge, Reza and Levi, the latter feigning indifference but unable to keep
his hands from trembling in his lap. The sky above was now split in three: blue-black above,
gold at the east, and between them a bruised, wind-torn wash that matched the state of both
men's souls.

Abel stood at the opposite rim, the makeshift font between them, and for a moment the
tableau could have been any sacred morning in any age: three men, a question of faith, and a

body of water that should not exist.
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Reza bowed his head. "I am not worthy, but I believe, baptize me brother," he whispered
over the shouting of the confused crowd. The old confession, drilled since childhood, now
foreign on his tongue.

Abel shook his head. "None are. That is the proof, not the disproof."

Abel crouched, cupped water in his hands, and let it drizzle over Reza's scalp. "I baptize
you my brother in the Name," he said, "not of man, nor of nation, but of the maker, the wounded
one, and the spirit that comforts." He looked to Levi, his eyes dry but shining with something
older than doctrine. "Will you confess?"

Levi shrugged. "I believe," he said. "I always have. But not in the way you want me to."

Abel smiled. "That is for you to work out as you grow." He repeated the ritual, the words
adapted from 12 different scriptures, the water splashing onto Levi's face, running in rivulets into
the cracks of his beard.

Beyond the ramp, the voices of the approaching mobs crescendoed again, now
punctuated by the staccato whine of drones and the wild, inarticulate shrieks of children. But at
the pool, there was only the sound of water, the quiet gasps of men trying not to cry, and the low
thrum of the ship's veins.

When it was done, Mehiel emerged from the ramp, moving like a man made from paper
and string, his joints held together by will alone. In his hands he bore the weight of the eleven
volumes—Ieather-bound, each spine tooled with sigils and scripts from a hundred exiled faiths.
The books were heavier than they looked; the data crystals, by contrast, carried no visible
weight, but their chill bit the skin through the fabric.

Mehiel knelt before Reza, not as supplicant but as archivist. "You must carry them," he

said, voice rattling with fatigue and finality. "You must make them believe, when they will not."
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Reza accepted the volumes. They smelled of dust, of bitter ink, of hope preserved in the
only way hope survives: as record, as burden. The crystals he slid into the lining of his coat, next
to his heart.

Levi's jaw tightened as the others spoke. He spat into the sand. "The last man who tried to
teach the world to believe—remember what happened to him."

Mehiel laughed, the sound a bright crack that startled him.

The first of the siege reached the hull. The soldiers hung back, their rifles slack in their
arms, but the zealots pressed forward, hands outstretched, eyes wild with either fear or the
certainty of their own righteousness. Behind them, civilians jockeyed for position, every phone
pointed at the ship, recording every movement.

Reza and Levi stood, dripping water, their clothes clinging to them in the rising heat.
Abel placed a hand on each man's shoulder, the gesture not blessing but solidarity.

"Now," Abel said. "We go."

Mehiel hesitated, looking back toward the blue-shadowed shape beneath the hull.

"Zephyr—" Reza started.

Abel shook his head. "He will not rise. But neither will he be forgotten."

The ramp admitted them, sealing with the hiss of air and the shiver of released tension.
Inside, the others waited—Shera, Naira, a handful of the surviving crew. No one spoke. The
logic hum of the vessel had acquired a new frequency, higher and nearly ecstatic, as if the ship
itself had waited for this specific configuration of souls.

On the external monitors, the world went mad. The crowd at the base of the hull surged

and receded, unable to decide whether to worship or destroy. Zephyr's body remained untouched,
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a calm at the eye of the storm, every new wave of assailants forced to break and swirl around his
still form.

Abel took the pilot's seat. The controls responded, folding in on themselves until only a
single blue sphere remained, thrumming under his palm.

"Ready?" he asked.

Mehiel nodded. Shera took one last look at the monitors, then closed her eyes.

Abel pressed his hand to the sphere. The ship's veins pulsed, once, twice, and burst into
light, a corona of blue so pure it stripped the color from every object outside. The hull lifted, at
first with ponderous reluctance, rising with sudden, impossible grace. The crowd fell away,
Zephyr's body still visible in the shadow of the welling dust.

At ten meters, the air around the vessel bent: heat shimmer became a lens, refracting the
world into bands of gold and white. The watchers below were flattened, blurred, rendered
anonymous by the distortion.

At fifty meters, sound returned—a thunderclap, a basso rumble that made the sand leap
and the nearest humans drop to their knees.

At one hundred meters, the vessel vanished. Not up, but in: the sky folded around it, the
afterimage burned on the retinas of all who saw.

On the ground, the siege collapsed into chaos. Soldiers rushed to secure the site, dragging
the stunned and the wounded away from the impact zone. Zephyr's body remained, untouched,
the lines of his face softened by a rime of sand and light.

Reza and Levi slipped from the confusion, the books and the crystals heavy against their
chests. They ducked under the cordon and dodged searchlights. They vanished into the periphery,

where only the dying or the soon-to-be changed remained.
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The vessel was gone, the scar in the sky already closing, but the story it left behind was

just beginning to seed the world.

The world rushed to fill the wound.

Within an hour of the vessel's vanishing act, the Negev transformed into a gridwork of
drones and satellite overpasses. Mobile command tents unfurled in white and blue, resembling
emergency bandages.

The Israeli Defense Forces were the first to arrive on the scene. They operated with an air
of business and denial, quickly cordoning off the zone with tape and checkpoints.

The authorities promised severe repercussions for anyone who dared to make a joke
about angels or aliens. Tension filled the air as the situation unfolded around them.

At the center, untouched and unaccounted for, was Zephyr's body. He sat where he had
chosen to die, back straight, legs crossed. The sand around him undisturbed except for the faint,
feathered rings of a thousand desperate hands that had reached for him and found only silence.
The heat should have shriveled him, but his skin remained supple, his beard unmatted, his robe
free of dust.

The medical teams tried to move him, but the corpse refused all attempts at leverage: at
first, they could not lift him; later, they could not touch him without a static shock that left the
technicians weeping or incoherent.

The scientists arrived. Theologians followed. Every instrument brought within a meter of

the body malfunctioned—cameras, voice recorders, personal electronics of the UN observers. A
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team from the Vatican smuggled in a crucifix; it disintegrated into rust before contact. A sheikh
from Hebron prayed for intercession, and when he finished, the microphones were all dead.

Within three days, the crowds at the perimeter numbered in the tens of thousands. Some
knelt and wept; others raved, climbed the fences, tried to tear down the guards with their bare
hands. The faithful made shrines of plastic bottles, cheap icons, shreds of fabric torn from
children's clothes. Atheists livestreamed themselves mocking the scene—until their feeds went
blank. A woman from Tiberias gave birth in the sand and named the child Zephyra.

The world's religious leaders did not agree on what had happened. Some declared the
event "a sign of the End, but not the end itself." The Supreme Ayatollah issued a fatwa
denouncing the pilgrims as "djinn, whose tricks must not be credited." The Orthodox Rabbinate
declared a week of silence and issued a new tractate, hastily edited and unsigned.

Conspiracies multiplied faster than the viruses of old. Some claimed the vessel had never
existed, that the blue light was a weapon, that Zephyr's body was an actor, a synthetic, or an
elaborate Israeli deepfake. Others claimed to have seen the ship reappear briefly over the Sinai; a
man in Amman insisted it landed on his roof and healed his daughter's leukemia. She died the
next day.

Reza and Levi moved through this chaos as if through the slanting light of a dream. They
never lingered more than an hour in any safe house, never trusted the same network twice. They
followed the chain of believers who had always existed just out of sight: the codebreakers,
forgotten monks, women who ran book stalls in alleys, men who traded in the markets without
ever appearing on security feeds.

The network ultimately guided them to Jerusalem's catacombs. These tunnels and rooms

were layered with three thousand years of history and two years of urgent wiring. Their contact
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was an old nun. Her habit was patched with surgical tape. She greeted them in Latin before
seamlessly switching to Farsi, followed by the clipped technical English of a telecom engineer.
She led them through narrow corridors. They passed rooms filled with battered laptops and resin
printers. Children slept in shifts, exhausted from the chaos. Finally, they reached the cell
designated for scripture.

It was an old storeroom, lined with cinderblock and bone-white paint, the walls stained at
the base with the slow, perpetual seep of ancient aquifers. There was a table, two chairs, and a
lamp jury-rigged from a mining headlamp and a wine bottle.

Reza set down the volumes and the data crystals. Levi locked the door behind them,
checked the comms for a trace, and gave a curt nod.

Reza opened the first book. The paper inside pulsed faintly, as if alive. The letters
shimmered when read aloud. Glyphs and romanization appeared side by side, with a running
margin of commentary in Hebrew. Even in silence, the words bled into the room, tinting the air
blue at the edges.

He began to translate. At first, it was a slow, mechanical process: word by word, line by
line, pausing to cross-reference the data on the crystals, to correct, amend, or annotate as needed.
As the hours passed, the rhythm took hold. The text became its own memory, the recursion of
story within story, the genealogy of the wound and the promise of a final healing.

Levi's footsteps echoed off the walls—room to corridor, corridor to room—wearing a
path in the floorboards. His fingers drummed against his thigh, restless.

They worked in shifts. Reza translating, Levi duplicating and formatting, the network of
believers outside scanning the drafts, correcting, arguing, sometimes burning the versions that

did not survive the purity test.
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For days, for weeks, they persisted.

Above them, the world did not end. Bombs fell, ceasefires broke, power grids failed, and
pipelines burned. Zephyr's body sat in the sand, unchanged. Every new expedition returned with
the same report: the corpse resisted all analysis, and the story refused to decay.

In the quiet moments—between edits, or in the hour before dawn, while the children
slept—Reza held the pendant Zephyr had left him. He turned it over in his palm, traced the
not-metal with his thumb, and listened for the echo of the old man's voice.

Remember: the second exile is from the world. There will never be a third, unless you
choose it.

And so they wrote. And so they remembered.

On the final day of that first season, Reza opened the last volume. The city above
shivered with the rumor of the Messiah or the Mahdi or the arrival of the final king.

The room filled with faint blue light, and the air went very still.

He spoke the words aloud, and for a moment, the city listened.

Above them, the sky turned the color of old bone. The world paused, just long enough for
the wound to become a scar.

And as always, the story continued.
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Chapter 17: Seeds of Faith, Swords of Truth

The press-room was colder than the street, which itself was colder than any Jerusalem
December had a right to be. Beneath the Old City's tangled skin, silence reigned. The only sound
was the hiss of an off-brand copier devouring toner.

Reza ibn Mahmud's fingers tapped arrhythmically with obsession. He collated, stitched,
and trimmed each packet. Each packet held one of the Twelve Testaments. His beard had gone
from salt to bone-white in the span of a year, now unkempt and stained with the blue-black of
cheap ink. The nails at the ends of his long, elegant fingers were ground to the quick, the cuticles
raw from the solvents he used to keep the antique press running. He wore a woolen cap pulled
low, not for modesty but to keep the sweat from slicking down into his eyes.

Atop the table—originally a Crusader altar long since stripped of iconography—sat an
accretion of paper, rags, and plastic-wrapped bundles, each labeled in a rotation of languages:
Hebrew, Arabic, Russian, English, and, in careful, phonetic script, the mother-tongue of the lost

pilgrims, its curves and nodes resembling a biological diagram more than writing.
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Beside these, a battered tablet flickered, the screen cracked from some prior flight,
running a crude translation matrix across the alien scriptures. In the bitter air, Reza's breath
formed visible clouds as he quietly muttered each phrase. He meticulously matched the text to
the copy before stapling the covers shut with ecclesial precision. For him, the significance of
paper carried an almost sacred weight.

He was deep into the work—page, check, page, check. He cross-referenced, stapled, and
repeated. At first, the figure descending the staircase evaded his detection. He missed the
mechanical whirr as she keyed the lock. A string of numbers clicked into place. Still, he
remained unaware. She inhaled sharply before stepping into the light. Her breath had a predatory
edge. Yet, he kept working, oblivious to her presence.

"You'll ruin your eyes," said Sister Mariam, in the clipped English she reserved for visits
to the press. She wore a shawl heavy enough to double as a flak vest. Her hands, though frail,
clutched a satchel with the possessiveness of a partisan carrying the codes to the bomb.

Reza did not look up. "They were ruined already," he replied. "Besides, the light is a
kindness."

She moved past him, navigating the room by the grace of a memory so rehearsed it
bordered on the liturgical. She set the satchel down on a pile of misprints, opened it, and drew
forth three USB sticks. Each stick was marked with a seal. To the untrained eye, it looked like a
defunct telecom's logo. He recognized it as the inner circle's sigil. It marked those who could be
trusted absolutely. They would never name a source, no matter what.

She tapped the sticks together, a slow, deliberate Morse. "From Beirut, Rotterdam,
Buenos Aires. The seeds are taking root, in places we never anticipated. The Dutch group is up

to seventy. In Argentina, they baptized a newborn last week. The mother is Orthodox, the
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father—" She let the silence finish her sentence, the implication of interfaith heresy so dense it
barely needed air.

Reza reached for the sticks, slotting them into the battered laptop with a deftness that
belied the tremor in his hands. He keyed in a password, eyes narrowing as he scanned the
download logs. "Any returns?" he asked. "Failures?"

She shrugged, as much as her rigid frame would allow. "Two. One courier intercepted at
Lod, but the packet was a decoy—recipes, not liturgy. The other—" her voice went thin, "—was
taken at Sharm el-Sheikh. He got the drive through, but they made an example. It's on the feeds
already. Third trending before sunrise."

Reza grunted and looked up, actually looked at her for the first time in weeks. Her face
was a sculpture of exhaustion and pride, the skin translucent as onion, the cheeks marked by an
archipelago of burst capillaries. He thought of the stories the old ones told, of women who
smuggled Torahs in the folds of their chadors during the Soviet days. He remembered friends'
grandmothers who had taught Gospels in basements while the city above pretended not to hear.
Mariam was older than either, older than her own legend.

He forced a smile, the act of it so foreign that it creaked the muscles at his jaw. "We are,
at least, in good company," he said.

She met the smile with a brittle one of her own. "If you call dying in secret and being
rewritten as a rumor good company, yes."

He closed the laptop, fingers still twitching with the afterimage of the data, and gestured
to the north wall. A battered map of the world was tacked to the plaster, its surfaces pocked with
red stickers. He moved with the stiffness of a machine low on oil, walking to the map and tracing

a line from the Levant to the far edges of the diaspora. "We are a movement now," he said. "Not
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the old kind, with banners and manifestos, but a species of contagion. Every week, a new cell.
Every day, a new translation."

She joined him at the map, arms folded. "But none here. Not in Jerusalem."

He looked at her sidelong, registering the disappointment. "They're afraid," he said. "Or
maybe they just know better. History here isn't written with ink."

She let the line hang, then softened. "You can't blame them. The world they built was
made to keep faiths apart, not breed new ones in the cracks."

He shrugged. "You think the Vatican wanted it this way? Or Tehran? Or Tel Aviv?"

Mariam shook her head. "The Vatican is a theme park now. The Pope doesn't leave his
quarters. The IRGC posts a new fatwa every day, each more creative than the last. And the
Mossad"—she glanced toward the street-level windows, as if the very word might trigger a
search—"has given up on infiltration. Now it's just containment. They don't care what you
believe, as long as you keep it off the feeds."

He turned back to the desk, resuming the endless work of collating, but with a new
urgency. "That's why we do it here," he said. "We build the canon, one chapter at a time. We
outlast them."

After observing him for a moment, she moved to the battered television perched atop a
crate. She clicked it on, keeping the volume just above the threshold of human hearing. The news
played in tight, manic loops: images of protest outside the Vatican walls, black banners hoisted
over cathedrals, armored police in the streets of Florence, Vienna, Buenos Aires, Seoul.

She flicked the channel to the international feed. On it, a panel of three experts—one

priest, one imam, one avuncular futurist in a white coat—debated the nature of the "alien cult"
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and its threat to social order. The host, a woman with an unblinking reptilian calm, asked
whether the spread of the Testaments should be declared a "Class One Memetic Hazard."

The panelist in the lab coat answered first: "It's just an old story, repackaged. Nothing
new under the sun."

The imam: "There is always something new. But the old wounds bleed deepest."

The priest: "The Vatican recognizes only one Gospel. These are forgeries, at best.
Heresies, at worst."

Sister Mariam clicked the set off with a vicious twist of the dial. "It's all performance,"
she said. "No one up there cares about truth. They're just waiting to see which way the wind
blows."

Reza nodded. "Let it blow," he said, voice steady. "The more chaos, the more distraction.
We can use it."

She looked at him—really looked, as she had not since the day they met, in the dark of a
Cairo stairwell. "You've changed," she said. "Not just your beard. Your eyes. You were never
this... angry."

He shrugged, uncomfortable with the intimacy. "There are days I wake up and wonder if |
am the same man who entered the Basilica. But the work"—he gestured at the stacks of paper,
the endless, recursive labor—"the work is all that matters."

She laughed, the sound as brittle as the morning. "You sound like Abel. Or Zephyr."

He winced, the names a fresh sting every time. "I wish I had their courage," he said, not
meaning it as a compliment. "Or their arrogance."

She touched his shoulder, the gesture a benediction. "They needed someone to finish the

story. You are doing that."
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He let the touch linger, drawing a breath, sharp and shallow. He turned from the map, his
gaze holding a new weight. "My grandmother spoke of a woman who built the first Web. She
called her the Spider. She never told me her name."

A quiet settled in the room, thick with the scent of ink and old stone. Sister Mariam's
gaze drifted to the ink stains on Reza's fingers, then to the lines of fatigue around his eyes. She
saw not just the scholar, but the survivor. The boy Laila had loved.

Her voice was a low rasp, stripped of legend. "Your grandmother was a good woman. She
knew when to keep a secret." Maryam paused, her thumb brushing the collar of his shirt. "She
was speaking of me. My name, my real name, is Maryam Amiri."

Reza went very still. The name landed in the quiet room not as a revelation, but as a key
turning in a lock he had forgotten existed. The stories coalesced. The legend his grandmother had
whispered about, the woman who had saved their family from ruin—it found its flesh. The angry,
tired nun before him was the myth he had inherited.

"You are the Spider," he said. It was not a question.

She gave a single, slow nod. The confession seemed to cost her nothing, and yet
everything.

He said nothing, but slid the bundle of unstitched Testaments toward her, fingers blue and
bloodless.

They worked in silence for a time, the only music the slow, metallic rhythm of the staple
and the creak of the desk under their labor. Every so often, Reza would pause to read a line, copy
it into a battered notebook at his elbow. He kept the notebook not for himself—he had
memorized the core texts long ago. He kept it for the day when someone, somewhere, would

want to know how the canon had been made.
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After an hour, she spoke again, this time softer. "The world will come for you, when this
is done."

He nodded. "Let it."

She smiled and went back to work, her fingers more nimble than his, her eyes sharper
despite her age.

They finished the batch just as the first muezzin of morning called from the minaret
above. The sound was distant, muffled by the crush of stone and centuries, but it made Reza stop
and listen, the way one listens for an old, half-forgotten tune. He counted the seconds between
the lines, looked up at the pale, anemic light leaking through the window.

He wiped his hands on a rag and turned to Mariam. "Do you think they ever found it?" he
asked.

She raised an eyebrow.

"The wound," he said, not meeting her gaze. "The one Abel was always searching for.
The place where the story broke."

She considered, shook her head. "Maybe," she said. "But if they did, they never sent word
back."

He nodded and returned to his bench, picking up the battered pen. He had more work to
do. There was always more work. But for the first time in weeks, the tiniest pulse of something
kindled inside him. Something that might, under other circumstances, have been called hope.

Above them, the world was ending, or beginning, or both.

But below, in the cold and the dark, the story continued.

He set the pen to the paper and, with ink-stained hands, began again.
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There was no furniture in the safehouse, only what Levi Bar-Nathan had brought with
him and what had been left by men who would never again remember this address. He liked it
that way. The bareness was less like poverty and more like the asceticism of a spy's cell, the kind
of engineered blankness that made sense only to the utterly self-exiled.

On the floor, a thermos of stale coffee. On the folding table, five separate laptops, each
devoted to a single task. One for Mossad, one for the Vatican feeds, one for the UN tracking
channels, one for sifting open-source rumors about the Testaments. The last—his favorite—for
the forbidden archives, the ones that could not be accessed by any ordinary means.

The city outside was a fugue of sodium lamps and muted alarms. The streets empty but
for the slow, crocodilian crawl of police patrols. Above, the high-pitched nervousness of the new
generation of surveillance drones, their sensor arrays so advanced they could read a Torah scroll
from orbit. It was nearing midnight, but the safehouse was as bright as a hospital ward, the pale
blue of the laptop screens bleaching Levi's face into an unkind mask.

He worked in silence. The only sound the occasional whir of a cooling fan or the brittle
snap of his own knuckles as he forced himself to keep turning the pages. He had not slept in two
days. He had not spoken aloud in nearly as long. His hands, always steady before, now trembled
without warning; he compensated by anchoring his fingers on the desk, pressing down until the
nails threatened to split.

The dossier he was reading was stamped EYES ONLY—AMELIA, which meant it was
not just classified. These documents were embargoed from every analyst in the network save the

handful with a direct line to the Prime Minister's desk. He had pulled it using a rabbit-warren of
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dead credentials and side-channel exploits, each more arcane than the last; as he read, he
assumed a kill command was already propagating through the system, burning his access as
thoroughly as any digital virus could.

But the data was worth the risk. Every line was a revelation, every page a new layer of
the lie. He read the names of the sites first—Urfa, Harran, Lake Van, Baalbek, Gobekli Tepe, and
farther afield, Tunguska, Xi'an, Tiwanaku, Abydos, Lalibela, and finally, Cairo. Eleven points on
a globe that no one, not the old hands in Sayeret Matkal, had ever seen connected in a single
schema.

The details of the Cairo chamber were the most disturbing. He read again the field report,
the cold, anthropological language belying the horror underneath:

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE: CAIRO—BABYLON FORTRESS, "TOWER OF WIND."
Sub-chamber revealed beneath Crusader foundations. Glyphs match pre-Sumerian syntax; spiral
motif prominent. Unknown alloy covering the central artifact. Team leader (Gideon) reported
severe neural trauma upon exposure; subsequent personnel showed progressive suicidal ideation.
Site sealed. Revisit forbidden. Sealed file. Eyes Only—Amelia.

Levi shivered and forced himself to keep reading. He reached the section on the so-called
"Nimrod's Crown." It was a mythical device every intelligence service on earth had at one time
or another believed was real. A remnant, a fragment of the technology the Testaments called "the
wound in the mind of God." The file included images: satellite shots of the Cairo vault,
cross-section scans showing the artifact's impossible geometry, and, in one low-res frame, a
spiral—the same design that haunted his dreams.

He pinched the bridge of his nose, eyes watering. The data was overwhelming, but it was

the last section, the "Operational Summary," that sickened him most.
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He read:

Operational objectives: Contain dissemination of "Testament" materials via direct action.
Eliminate vectors if possible. Key assets identified as: Sister Mariam ("The Spider"), Reza ibn
Mahmud ("Owl"), and—unexpectedly—Levi Bar-Nathan ("Sheepdog"), flagged for enhanced
monitoring due to ideological drift.

He laughed, a dry, humorless sound. Sheepdog. He wondered who had coined that, and
whether they would enjoy the irony if they knew how close he was to turning on his handlers.

He scrolled farther, reached a section labeled "Necessary Sacrifices," and saw the entry
for his family. It was not a long file, but it was detailed. The assassination had been described as
an unfortunate but vital step in the larger containment effort. Performed to ensure Levi's
unbreakable loyalty and "suborning his existential vector to service of the State." The phrase was
quoted verbatim from his late supervisor's psychoeval.

Levi looked at his hands, now white-knuckled on the edge of the desk. He waited for the
old rage, the familiar urge to wreck something, to manifest, but it didn't come. Only the
hollowness, the feeling of having lived through the apocalypse only to find himself the lone
survivor in the crater.

He closed the file and opened a folder filled with high-resolution scans of ancient maps.
Some had been smuggled from various museums. Others obtained through the illicit trading
networks that thrived within the ruins of old Iraq and Syria. Each map contained intricate details
that revealed connections to a forgotten past, holding secrets waiting to be uncovered. He aligned
the overlays, one after another, until the eleven sites glowed in the same pattern shown in the
classified files. And there, at the center, the spiral—always the spiral, like a fingerprint or a

curse.
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He scrolled back, checking the metadata. Some of the maps predated civilization by
millennia. He cross-referenced the spiral with the iconography in the Testaments, the phrase
"Seed of the Dust-Mother" recurring in the Enochian scripts. Each time the Testaments described
the wound, the spiral followed, as if the act of naming it doomed it to recur, infinitely.

He sat back, exhausted, and stared at the ceiling. The fluorescents flickered. In the
silence, he could almost hear the hum of the city, the nervousness of a population on the brink of
some new, unnamable disaster.

He closed the laptops, all but one. He withdrew a small tin box from the bottom drawer. It
had once held cigarettes but now carried only matches and a few grams of white phosphor. This
was the last vestige of a habit he had never quite learned to hate.

He set the most sensitive printouts on the floor, arrayed them in a spiral—old habits die
hardest—and struck a match. The smell was instant, a chemical reek that brought tears to his
eyes. Flames licked at the photographs—his family's smiles twisting, vanishing. Paper maps
darkened, edges crumbling to ash. The spiral curled inward, glowing red, before it too dissolved
into smoke.

When it was done, he swept the ashes into a single pile, opened the window, and let them
drift into the dark. The street below was empty, save for the blinking eye of a drone, which
hovered for a moment before moving on.

As shadows played along the walls, he returned to the wooden table in the dimly lit room.
From his pocket he pulled out a small, sleek device. Tapping a few keys, he established a secure
connection to a number etched into his memory long ago. Back when the world felt vast and full

of promise. Back when it had a different shape and his faith remained unbroken.
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The line buzzed twice and picked up. Reza's voice, thin but unmistakably alive, said:
"Yes?"

Levi did not waste time. "I found something. We need to meet. Jerusalem. Tomorrow."

A pause.

"You're sure?"

"I'm sure," Levi said, letting the words settle. "The Crown was never lost. It was never
meant to be found."

A breath. "Understood."

Levi waited for Reza to hang up, then stared at the screen until it timed out and the room
was, for the first time all night, truly dark.

He sat there, waiting for dawn, and wondered if he had finally lived long enough to see

the real story begin.

Jerusalem was a city built for secrets. None more secret than the meetings held in the old
Armenian hospice near Damascus Gate. The building was so ancient it had forgotten its own
purpose. The cellars deeper than the fever dreams of any historian. The upper rooms sunlit only
on days when the clouds were too tired to interfere.

Reza ibn Mahmud sat at the head of a battered oak table in a stone-lined parlor. The room
was ringed by narrow, slit-like windows. His hands were folded calmly before him. He was

flanked by the survivors of that year's spiritual pogrom.
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These men and women had endured persecution. Now, they gathered to plan their next
move. For the moment, they were alive—but survival was uncertain. The weight of their struggle
hung heavy in the air. Each face bore the marks of hardship. The ashlar-block walls loomed
around them, cold and unyielding. The dim light from the windows cast long shadows across the
table. Silence settled over the group.

The council had assembled with no preamble, no ceremony. Sister Mariam was the first
to arrive. She shuffled in with her wool shawl and the grim demeanor of a resistance matriarch.

Following her was Levi Bar-Nathan, who wore a suit jacket and jeans, the incongruity
made natural by the force of his personality.

Next came Dr. Maya Patel, her dark hair in a severe bun, face hollowed by years of
caffeine and sleeplessness.

With barely a sound, two former UN officials—Karpov and Fournier—slid into their
chairs. Both still raw from their apostasy, as if years of loyalty to the old world order had left
their bones ill-fitted for the present.

Last, after a deliberate delay, came Dr. Sofia Russo, the "Relic Hunter." Her hair was now
streaked more with defiance than with age, and she moved with a paradoxical blend of contempt
and necessity.

The room was cold, its air dense with the arid dust of a thousand trampled prayers. The
only heat came from the sunlight slicing in through the windows, dividing the council in bars of
gold and shadow.

On the table, an old army-surplus map had been unrolled, its edges held down by teacups,

pens, and the small-caliber handgun Levi had placed there as a conversation piece.



Davis / Unveiled / 344

The map was annotated in a chaos of inks, its surface crowded with red dots, each
corresponding to a city, a congregation, or an underground cell. Around the margins, hastily
sketched diagrams overlayed ancient trade routes, lines of probable transmission, and the spiral
symbol that now marked the secret faith.

They began without blessing, without a "Shalom."

Reza signaled for the doors to be sealed and raised a hand, the gesture as automatic as the
opening of a prayer. "We have two orders of business," he said. "First, containment. The
Testaments are out. There is no putting the genie back. The only question is how much damage
we can absorb, and how long we can keep our own alive."

He tapped the map, finger landing on Odessa, then Cairo. "The crackdown is coordinated.
They're using the old SORM protocols from Russia, plus some new layer out of Redmond. Every
darknet node is tagged. If we don't move the printing operations, we will lose the European line
by the end of the month."

Sister Mariam nodded, her voice a creaking hinge. "We've already prepped the exodus.
The printers in Poland and Hungary are on two-day notice. The route to Georgia is clean. I've got
a Slovene with a cargo van and no morals."

Levi snorted. "Morals are a liability these days."

Sofia Russo, who had not yet spoken, leaned into the light, her face sharpened by the
contrast. "It's not the couriers I'm worried about. It's the message. Every time a cell gets found,
they leak a different version to the media, a counterfeit. By next week, there will be a hundred
flavors of 'truth' online, each one designed to make us look like lunatics, or terrorists, or worse."
She looked at Reza, her gaze a dare. "We should go public. Broadcast the raw evidence before

they poison the well further."
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Karpov, who looked like he had been poured into his suit a decade ago and never fully
dried, shook his head. "It's a trap. The minute we break silence, they'll triangulate the broadcast
and take out everyone involved. Our best chance is to stay invisible, keep building the
underground, and wait for the next news cycle to lose interest."

Fournier added, "Or let the enemy exhaust itself. Let the governments and the Vatican eat
each other. In the chaos, we move."

Dr. Patel, who had been sketching something on her tablet, spoke up, voice dry and
clipped: "You're missing the point. The artifact is real. If we can access one more site, I can
synthesize a signal that will propagate to every Al node on the planet. We can go over the heads
of the governments, straight to the machines. It's what the pilgrims wanted."

Silence. The weight of it made the dust motes in the sunlight hang perfectly still.

Levi broke first, voice flat. "You want to risk another Babel event? Last time we played
with that fire, the world lost a billion people and three languages."

Dr. Patel didn't flinch. "The world already lost everything else. All we can do now is
finish the process."

Reza let the debate swirl. Each participant looked not at him, but at the others—as if
seeking an axis of weakness, or a wedge of consensus. He had never enjoyed command, but he
understood it as a form of service—someone had to bear the moral residue of every compromise.

He cleared his throat. "The broadcasts will happen, sooner or later. If not from us, from
someone we can't control. But the artifact—the crown—remains our only leverage. If we send
teams to the sites, we risk everything. Do nothing, and the enemy wins by inertia." He turned to

Levi. "You mapped eleven targets. Are you sure they're still live?"
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Levi nodded. "Three are already compromised. Paris, Samarkand, and Xian. The rest are
dormant, or silent. We have proxies in place, but only for the next forty-eight hours."

Reza looked to Sister Mariam. "Can we move teams in time?"

She grimaced. "Not safely. But I have volunteers. Every one of them knows the risks."

Reza felt the old knot of guilt in his gut tighten, but he forced it down. "We do it," he
said. "We hit three sites: Cairo, Tunguska, and Lalibela. Each team takes a copy of the
Testaments, plus the instructions. If one makes it back, we have enough to build a new base."

Karpov muttered something in Russian, then said aloud: "It's suicide."

Fournier shrugged. "Every resistance is, until it isn't."

The council settled the way old concrete does after a bomb blast: not restored, but
functional. Dr. Patel set her tablet down, hands suddenly still. "I'll write the encryption. If any
team fails, the data vaporizes with them."

Reza nodded and looked directly at Sofia Russo. He found in her gaze not the expected
contempt, but a flicker of something else—recognition, perhaps, or solidarity. He held it a
heartbeat longer than was proper and looked away, cheeks warming in the cold.

He finished the session with a liturgy he'd borrowed from Abel, back when there were
still enough believers to make such things communal. "We are not the authors," he said. "But we
are the witnesses. May the memory of this council endure, even if none of us do."

They stood, chairs scraping on the stone. Levi holstered his gun. Sister Mariam gathered
her notes and, after a brief squeeze of Reza's shoulder, vanished down the hall, already on the
phone with the next cell in the chain. Karpov and Fournier departed together, murmuring in
French, their friendship cemented by the mutual irrelevance of their former employers.

Only Reza, Russo, and Levi remained.
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Levi approached the table, voice low. "Are you sure about her?" he asked, gesturing at
Russo, who had moved to the window and now looked out at the blinding noon.

Reza considered. "I trust her more than I trust most men. She never lies. She just chooses
her truths."

Levi nodded, satisfied or at least resigned.

Russo turned from the window. Her eyes were green, but in the light, they glowed almost
gold. She spoke quietly, with a force that left no room for misunderstanding. "If this fails," she
said, "they will write our story as a tragedy."

Reza smiled, the old wit surfacing just long enough for one last line. "Every scripture is a
tragedy, until the sequel."

He left the room, leaving her and Levi to the dust and the sunlight.

Outside, the city raged and wailed, a thousand competing stories vying for the last word.
But inside, the council's work was done.

The rest, as always, was just aftermath.

The Mount of Olives was not so much a place as a vantage. It was a wound in the world
left open for anyone still willing to look at what remained below. At dusk, Jerusalem flattened
itself into two dimensions: the gold of the Dome, the black teeth of the Western Wall, the
spilled-box geometry of the new settlements. From this distance, the city could be mistaken for a
single, unbroken story, and for a few moments after sunset, Reza ibn Mahmud could almost

believe it.
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He stood at the stone balustrade, leaning against it as if the earth itself had grown
uncertain and he needed the extra support. Beside him, Levi Bar-Nathan kept his hands in the
pockets of his windbreaker, the hood pulled up to keep the cold from his shaved scalp. They had
not spoken on the walk up from the hospice, and now, with the city stretched below, neither was
eager to be the first.

It was Levi who broke the silence, his voice as unhurried as the approach of night. "You
know, I hated this place as a child," he said. "My father brought me up here after the war, made
me recite the names of every ancestor we'd lost. He thought it would build character. All it did
was teach me how to pretend grief."

Reza said nothing, but a smile flickered at the corners of his mouth.

Levi went on, "I once asked him why we needed to remember every dead Jew, every
martyr, when the living ones needed us more. He told me the living were just a delay, a set of
parentheses in the long sentence of our suffering."

Reza looked at the sky, where storm clouds massed over the hills of Judea. "Your father
was not wrong," he said. "But the parentheses are where the meaning lives."

Levi laughed, the sound sharp in the clear air. "That's why I like you, Mahmud. You
never let the dead win the argument."

A pause. The muezzin's call wafted up from the east, echoed by a bell from the far side of
the valley. For a moment, both sounds overlapped, neither yielding, neither quite erasing the
other.

Reza reached into his coat and drew out the device Mehiel had given him. It was smaller

than a fist, metallic and cool, etched with spirals that made no logical sense but nonetheless drew
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the eye. He turned it over in his hands, as if searching for a way to hold it without being held by
it.

"Do you miss them?" Levi asked, not specifying who.

Reza's voice was low. "I think about Abel every morning. About Lumina-12. Zephyr too,
though he made me want to set myself on fire half the time." He closed his fist around the
device. "But mostly I miss the illusion that this"—he gestured at the city, the horizon, the dying
sun—"could be enough."

Levi nodded. "It never is."

Another silence, greater in length. The first thunder rolled in from the west, a sound too
distant to be threat but too near to ignore.

Levi said, "You know what they call us in the new feeds? Apostate and traitor, sometimes
heresiarch. But most of the time they call us 'the Watchers.' The ones who saw and survived and
did not look away."

Reza smiled, genuinely. "It is an old title. Older than your people."

He held the device up to the light. The storm caught the metal, made it flicker with an
inner blue. "Do you know how it works?" he asked.

Levi shrugged. "I know it's not for us to use. Only to keep until the harvest."

Reza closed his eyes. "I am so tired of being a vessel."

Levi leaned in, voice softer. "Be a gardener, Mahmud. That's what Abel would have
wanted."

They stood that way, side by side, as the storm crept closer and the city below began to

glow with the sullen orange of early night.
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Without warning, the device in Reza's hand began to hum. The sound was more a
suggestion than a vibration, but it climbed the bones of his forearm and nested in his ear like a
mnemonic. A thin seam opened in the surface, and from it a blue light emerged, followed by an
unfolding latticework of symbols, each more impossible than the last. The holography hovered in
the space between them, casting shadows that did not align with any known geometry.

At the heart of the lattice, a voice spoke—not aloud, but in the cadence of memory, the
tone without question Mehiel's but braided with something neither man recognized.

"The harvest is ripe. Prepare the way."

The message repeated, each cycle refining the coordinates, the timing, the syntax. Reza
understood without needing to parse the data: the pilgrims were returning. The cycle was
beginning again.

Levi watched the light and turned to Reza. "What do we do now?"

Reza looked down at the city, at the millions of lights, the arteries of traffic, the river of
human continuity. "We do what the Watchers have always done," he said. "We stay awake."

The device powered down, the symbols collapsing into a single, perfect spiral before
vanishing in a wisp of light.

The wind picked up, the first drops of rain hitting the old stones. Levi pulled his hood
tighter, but Reza let the water run down his face, washing away the last of the dust from the day.

They stood there as the lightning lit the sky, illuminating Jerusalem as it had for three
thousand years: a city of wounds, waiting for its next story.

And on the Mount of Olives, two men, neither martyr nor prophet, made themselves

ready for the harvest to come.
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