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Part 1

Chapter 1

The Machinery of Shabbat




Friday, 24th Elul, 5804


The meaty aroma of chamin met Shimon as he walked purposefully down from his apartment in Nachlaot towards the green grass of Sacher Park and his new workplace. His hazel eyes gleamed, and he hummed the melody to Ayelet Chen. He was wearing a brand new uniform. It made him look like any darker-skinned Haredi man in a white shirt, black trousers, and black shoes, with his tsitsiyot hanging out. The difference was that Shimon wore a crocheted kippah, and the Ministry of Religious Observance insignia was embroidered on his pocket.


As he turned onto Rabbi Ovadia Yosef Boulevard, which had previously been called Ben Tzvi Boulevard, he noticed sporadic blue guidance markers projected onto the pavement. On the other side of the road, the markers were pink. These were new, and Shimon was sure he had not received any news about their introduction.


In the distance, a group of four men was walking towards him, their tallitot worn over their heads, bowing slightly. The oldest among them pointed to the blue arrows on the pavement, prompting a woman to rush across the road, scarcely checking for traffic.




Shimon’s watch beeped softly. The round screen pulsed gold, showing the words: 

Thirty minutes until the entrance of Shabbat.

A compliance drone hummed overhead. Shimon ran a finger under his collar and quickened his pace until he reached the gates of the Ministry. The building was precisely constructed of Jerusalem stone to resemble much older buildings. Above the entrance, letters in gold on blue read:

Ministry of Religious Observance


He walked through the car park until he reached the door. There, he touched the large glass mezuzah and kissed the fingers of his right hand. The doors opened, and the security guard sitting at the desk nodded. Shimon placed his watch close to the sensor and slipped through the barrier as it opened. Moments later, he was in a lift rising to the seventh floor.


The doors opened onto the rest area adjacent to the main surveillance room of religious observance for Greater Jerusalem. There, Captain Itsik was standing, arms folded, to welcome Shimon. He was a large, bald, olive-skinned man in his forties with broad shoulders. A black kippah sat low on his head, and his tsitsiyot hung over his trousers.

“Just on time,” he said, glancing down at his watch.


“Baruch Hashem,” Shimon answered, forcing a smile. “I wouldn’t want to be late for my first shift.”



“Chalila. Come,” he said, showing the way.



The electric glass doors slid open, and they walked through. The ceiling of the surveillance room was high. The curved walls were covered with screens showing feeds from homes, streets, synagogues, and public spaces. Rows of desks and chairs faced the screens. In front of each chair was a smaller screen that could be docked on a stand or detached from it. There were no windows in the room, and the lighting was purposefully low. 




In the centre of the main display wall, a layered interface prominently displayed two numbers:
  


Jerusalem Piety Score: 77.2%
National Piety Score: 69.3%



Below this was written:




Active Laws monitored: 369
Temple-Dependent Laws: Locked
Commandments Awaiting Restoration: 244




“I see the piety score is climbing,” Shimon said. 


“Praise be,” replied Captain Itsik, with enthusiasm. “Little by little, we’re getting there. Hashem gave us quantum and fusion for a good reason.”


Captain Itsik adjusted his kippah and gestured to a man in his mid-thirties who was sitting at a work station.


“This is Aharon. You’ll be doing your Kiddush Hashem with him tonight.”


Aharon had fair skin, and his red hair was cut short, as was his beard. He removed his steel-framed glasses and wiped them with a cloth, though they were already clean. He replaced them with precision and glanced briefly at Shimon as though assessing how much the new recruit would slow the rhythm of his work.

“As you know, Shimon, E.Z.R.A handles most things,” said Captain Itsik. “He sorts and interprets. Our job is to make decisions where human judgement or intervention is required. Shimon, if you’re unsure about anything, ask E.Z.R.A or Aharon.”

“Understood,” said Shimon.

“So, please take a seat and log in.”

Shimon sat down. He held his watch against the scanner.  There was a soft, extended beep.


His seat made several whirring sounds as it adjusted to his frame. 




The console lit up, and an interface unfolded across his screen. He recognised it from training, though now it looked more complex. 

Tabs along the top of the screen read:


Action
Speech
Thought




Rows of fields filled another window, each with its own indicators: 


• Positive mitzvot observed
• Negative mitzvot avoided
• Shabbat infractions 
(broken down into thirty-nine categories)
• Minhag recommendations, including marital intimacy on Shabbat
• Festival laws
• Temple rites


Shimon looked a little unsure what to do next.

“You’ll be fine,” said Captain Itsik, tapping him on the shoulder. “You’ve been well trained, you’re smart, and your soul is in the right place.”

E.Z.R.A spoke to the whole room from the ceiling speakers in a male voice, calm, resonant, and unhurried:

“Fifteen minutes until Shabbat. Preparing system-wide compliance checks.”

Shimon looked up to watch the video feeds on the large main screens. They showed cars finding parking spots and people hurrying home or to the synagogue. One video showed an apartment building whose windows reflected the setting sun. He wondered why this was being monitored until he saw through one window that a screen was still on.

“It does feel a little strange that we have to break Shabbat so others might keep it,” ventured Shimon.

“You will get used to it,” replied Aharon.

Another alert appeared simultaneously on the watches of all registered Jewish citizens:


Shabbat begins in five minutes.
Prepare your hearts and set your devices to Shabbat Mode.


“Why don’t devices enter Shabbat mode automatically?” Shimon asked.

Aharon didn’t look away from his screen.


“Without choice, the piety score means nothing, and without that, well, the Moshiach is unlikely to come any time soon.” As he spoke, he pronounced the letters r and t the way people born in Anglo-Saxon countries tend to.



At three minutes to Shabbat, the melody of Lecha Dodi began to play on every public speaker and personal device in the country.


E.Z.R.A’s voice returned, softer.


“Two minutes to Shabbat. Complete all non-essential melacha before the entrance of sacred time.”


The Shabbat systems purred into motion, measured and certain.

Moments later, the first infraction cases surfaced for review.

Those who broke Shabbat were automatically flagged.


A first infraction case was routed to Shimon’s screen.




Shimon nodded to himself and swallowed. A “video context available” icon pulsed at the corner of the case file. He ignored it. 


Seeing Shimon’s hesitation, Aharon leaned across. “Watch the contextual video,” he said. “It is a possible melacha.”




Chapter 2

The Ledger of Souls




Shabbat, 25th Elul, 5804

As an on-duty officer of the Ministry of Religious Observance, Shimon’s watch was to remain active on Shabbat. His second shift began at nine. At seven-thirty, his watch vibrated softly against his wrist to wake him up.

Shimon lived alone in a small apartment, some twelve minutes’ walk from the Ministry. After washing his hands, he sat in the kitchen and ate some lentil soup that had been simmering since before sundown on the Shabbat plate. At twenty-two, he was not yet married. His single status was of increasing concern to his parents, who lived in Emek Hefer, and he was beginning to share their worry.

Shimon, dressed in the same uniform that he had worn the previous evening, picked up his prayer book and stepped outside.

The streets were quiet. Birds called from rooftops and trees. Overlapping songs of praise reached his ears as he passed synagogues tucked between apartment blocks.

Shabbat inside the surveillance room was not quite as peaceful. Shimon logged on to see various violations. He noticed a feeling of pressure behind his eyes and rising tension in his chest.

Aharon sat down beside him, sipping mint tea, eyes fixed on his console.

“Shabbat shalom,” Aharon said without turning.

“Shabbat shalom.”

“E.Z.R.A has kept the system warm for you.”

On cue, it spoke.

“Agent Shimon. Welcome. Morning prayer metrics have been analysed.”


“Thank you, E.Z.R.A,” Shimon said. “I need to tell you that I myself have not yet prayed shacharit,” said Shimon.


“I will allot you an extended morning break for prayer.”


“Thank you.”




A chime sounded on Shimon’s console. 

“Incident flagged. Thirty Alfasi Street, Rehavia. Category: prohibited activation of an electric device.”


A window opened. Shimon immediately clicked the flashing icon that said “video context available.”



The video revealed an elderly man in a beige cardigan shuffling into his kitchen. He put his hand out to steady himself against the wall panel. In doing so, he inadvertently touched the light switch, and the light came on. 

The old man froze, covered his mouth, and whispered something the microphone didn’t pick up. He sat down slowly and lowered his head.

“He’s eighty, at least,” said Shimon.

“And secular,” Aharon replied. His tone was not discriminating. It was merely factual. “There is a protocol.” 

The old man rocked back and forth slightly, his head in his hands. Shimon reviewed the man’s biometric data.


Heart rate: 112 beats per minute
Heart rate variability: low
Respiratory rate: elevated


Aharon again sensed Shimon’s hesitation. “You cannot play favourites.”

Shimon logged the fine.

“Training didn’t prepare me for this. I didn’t expect it to feel so close,” said Shimon. “I feel like I know them and I’m sitting in the room with them.”


“Yes, it’s different when it’s real,” Aharon answered. “Don’t worry, you will get used to it.”




The next case included a contextual video showing a cramped living room. A woman with an oval face and long brown hair was sitting on a rug, her legs outstretched, holding a child of about six years old. The boy was shaking in distress. 

The mother stroked the boy and tried to calm him. When this did not work, she turned on a small music device hidden behind her. A soft melody began to play. Almost immediately, her son relaxed, his body sinking into hers.

“The music calms him. She’s trying to help her son,” Shimon said.

Aharon clicked his tongue. “Jewish law allows the breaking of Shabbat only to save a life. E.Z.R.A registers no immediate danger to life.”

He tapped an icon on Shimon’s screen.


“See, there is no pikuach nefesh. Flag it. You witnessed it. To ignore it would be an aveyrah.”


Shimon clenched his jaw. He tapped the confirmation.

“Violation logged,” E.Z.R.A said. “Fine issued.”


The woman’s piety score dropped from 62.4 to 56.3. The national average shifted by a tiny fraction. 




For several minutes, it was quiet, and Shimon looked around the surveillance room. Two analysts nearby spoke a little louder than necessary.




“I heard that Saudi Arabia upgraded to E.Z.R.A three point one.”




“Yes, Riyadh’s Shariah Obedience Index jumped three per cent in two weeks.”




Aharon stirred a new cup of tea.




“Many nations are seeing the wisdom of our system. Everywhere it is used, compliance is up, and disorder is down.” 

Shimon returned his gaze to his dashboard. He looked again at the stopped feed of the mother and her son resting quietly against her shoulder.

“Does E.Z.R.A measure suffering?” Shimon asked.

Aharon frowned. “Just follow protocol.”

Shimon sat still.

“May I go to pray now?” he asked.

“Yes. I will cover your allocation.”


Within the ministry, there was a sense of certainty as E.Z.R.A. continued to guide the nation. In Jerusalem, a Khamsin wind had blown up, carrying sand from the desert.




Chapter 3

Outside the Covenant




Shabbat, 25th Elul, 5804


Midway through Shimon’s shift, when much of the city slipped into its Shabbat afternoon rest, the rhythm of alerts slowed and screens showed fewer infractions. 




Aharon leaned back in his chair and stretched. “We are short of a member for a patrol,” he said. “They need an observer from our team. It will be good for you to go with and see the city from the other side.” 

“Other side of what?” asked Shimon.


Aharon smiled faintly. “The screens.”




Shimon tentatively nodded, though he wasn’t quite sure what he was agreeing to. 

His watch vibrated as E.Z.R.A signed him out and switched his status.

Outside, the air was tinged yellow, and a warm, sandy wind from the southeast blew in Shimon’s face and got in his eyes.


A white, unmarked patrol unit waited for him in the car park. Two heavily built officers were sitting inside. The one on the passenger side opened his window. 




“Get in,” he said. 


Shimon got into the back.



“Hello Shimon, I'm Yehuda, and this is Itamar,” said the passenger, pointing at the driver. 

“Hi.”


“Good, so we are heading to Silwan.”




“Silwan?” asked Shimon, surprised. 

“Yes,” said Yehuda.

Itamar added. “We have reports that Jews are breaking Shabbat by evading security and hiding among Arabs.”

Shimon’s watch vibrated once.

Heart rate: Moderate elevation, 93 bpm.

He slowed his outbreath slightly until his heart rate steadied.


Shimon felt surprised to be asked to join a manned patrol in an Arab area of Jerusalem. This was also the first time he had been in a car on Shabbat. He had grown up in a family that was orthodox even before the great changes. As they drove east, he realised he was actually waiting for lightning to strike. He smiled to himself, trying again to regulate his anxiety. 



He had not heard of bypassing watch security features before. He noted that he was curious about it rather than outraged. 


He moved his attention to the unfolding view through the car window. Shimon rarely ventured into East Jerusalem. The streets were less tidy and less developed than in West Jerusalem. There were fewer synagogues, fewer men in black hats walking quickly with their heads lowered. 




Instead, there were open cafés, where people sat talking, smoking nargilas and playing cards. Families were out taking a stroll, and children were kicking balls across the pavement. Their voices were calm, and they were unafraid of being overheard. 

These were Jerusalem’s Arabs, living inside Israeli-controlled East Jerusalem. They were fully surveilled, but the piety of their actions was not counted.

The patrol car slowed near a corner shop whose electronic signs were on, and music was playing. Shimon felt a flicker of confusion before he remembered. Non-Jews do not need to observe Shabbat.


Itamar instructed the car to stop, and they sat watching for several minutes. There were five round plastic tables and chairs outside the closest cafe. 




“Look out for possible Jews,” Itamar said to Shimon. 


“We'd best get out,” said Yehuda. 




Before exiting the car, both officers checked their weapons.




Itamar walked up to one of the men playing cards and asked him to identify himself. The man presented his watch for scanning. Itamar inspected not only the display but also the watch itself. When he was satisfied, he nodded and left the man to his business.




They continued walking down the street and passed a checkpoint where a camera mast rose from the pavement, its lenses turning slowly. 

Yehuda looked at Shimon and said, “It’s funny. They complain about discrimination, having fewer benefits, and worse housing.”

“And?” Shimon asked.

“And nothing,” said Itamar, who stopped to speak in Arabic to a shop owner.

They continued their patrol, checking various other men who looked like they might be Jews in disguise. They scanned each of them, and each turned out to be a bona fide Arab.

“As yet, no one has worked out how Jews are managing to go undetected,” Yehuda said to Shimon.


“But we will,” said Itamar.




At dusk, they headed back to the Ministry. Soon the first three stars would appear, havdala would be made, and the new week would begin. 



Chapter 4

From Chaos to Covenant




Sunday 26th Elul, 5804


Continuing Professional Development was mandatory for all personnel of the Ministry of Religious Observance. For Shimon, training sessions took place on the last Sunday of every month in a large white, windowless room at the Ministry. 




Twelve chairs were placed in a neat row facing a wall that shimmered faintly, as if it were quietly breathing. Shimon took a seat, attentive but relaxed.




A soft chime sounded as the last couple of attendees sat down. The lights dimmed, and a line of text appeared on the wall:




Continuing  Professional Development
Sacred Infrastructure A
Module 1: From Chaos to Covenant 


E.Z.R.A’s voice spoke, warm and measured.




“Study of Module 1 is required for all 03-level personnel entrusted with the stewardship of Sacred Infrastructure. Completion affirms your ongoing readiness to serve the Jewish people with clarity, humility, and responsibility.” 

The words E.Z.R.A spoke were mirrored in writing on the wall, and the word responsibility lingered slightly.


“Let us begin by speaking a little about history,” said E.Z.R.A.




The wall brightened. A map of the Middle East appeared in pale blues and greys. 


“In the later years of the 5700s,” E.Z.R.A said, “Israel faced an unprecedented condition in its modern history. After Iran’s return to secular statehood and the subsequent Gulf Stabilisation Accords, we saw the dissolution of long-standing proxy conflicts.”
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