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	The Firstborn of Death


 

Elias looked up from his books at the sound of the door, which stuck and scraped against the concrete floor as Saleh opened it. "Welcome," she said, head bowed, eyes modestly downcast.

The social worker, Miss Shkedy, twisted her painted mouth in annoyance for a moment before remembering to smile, a wide grin filled with white teeth, and say, "Good morning."

Saleh spoke Iraqi—or, as Miss Shkedy would have it, Arabic, considering it no different than the language of the local Arabs. Miss Shkedy spoke Hebrew. Miss Shkedy may have been working with the residents of Shabtai for nearly ten years, but she wouldn't learn Iraqi; Saleh, equally stubborn, had raised five children in Israel without picking up more than a few phrases of Hebrew. But Elias knew that they understood each others' basic greetings even as they looked past each other in feigned incomprehension. He wasn't sure if Miss Shkedy knew that it had become by this point a battle of wills.

"She thinks I'm stupid, that woman," Saleh would say after Miss Shkedy's visits were over, scattering chicken feathers or corn husks, or slamming a ball of dough forcefully down into a bowl.

And Elias would hum in agreement, lining up his inks and parchment to scribe an amulet for a neighbor with a sick baby. Saleh had certainly never made any effort to convince Miss Shkedy otherwise. And why should she? Didn't she have enough to do with looking after the children, and keeping the house, and visiting the women of the neighborhood to discover what their problems were, and taking care of them when she could? It was no part of Saleh's duties to make herself understood by Miss Shkedy, but it was part of Miss Shkedy's profession to try to understand Saleh, and as far as Elias could tell, she hadn't.

And also, Elias had not had twenty-five years of happy marriage by arguing with his wife.

"She comes in here with her sandals and her mosquito-bitten legs and thinks I'm useless," Saleh would go on. "I'd like to see her cross the desert hidden in the back of a truck with three children."

The offending sandals, with Miss Shkedy's toenails painted to match her lips, were in evidence today, tracking dirt from outside onto Saleh's carpet. Later, Saleh would take the carpet out back and beat it angrily, but for now she silently fetched the kettle from the kitchen corner and poured tea for Elias and for Miss Shkedy, who sat down without invitation in the chair opposite, where Elias's petitioners would usually sit.

"And a bright morning to you, Miss Shkedy," said Elias. "What can I do for you?"

"I've asked you to call me Ruti." She took a sip of tea and called out, "Thank you, Saleh!" which Saleh pretended not to hear.

"And I've asked you to call me Rabbi Alafi."

"There's no need to be so formal. We've known each other for years," said Miss Shkedy. "Anyway, you don't have your certification."

Anger will cause a sage to lose his wisdom, Elias reminded himself. "I received ordination from the hands of Rabbi Yaakov Mufatzi. I don't need certification from some young Lithuanian flower-of-Torah."

 "You do if you want a job with the Rabbinate," Miss Shkedy said with a shrug. "If you don't look for a job, you're going to lose your unemployment benefits."

"Thank God, we get by. Our David works in construction now, and our Gila, of course, gets her salary from the army—"

"And your other children sleep on the floor," Miss Shkedy interrupted. "With a Rabbinate job you could get a three-room in PetachTikvah, leave this slum behind."

"And leave my people behind too?" Elias's voice began to rise despite himself, and Miss Shkedy rocked back in her chair, frowning. "The government promised to build us homes here. Instead, it's nine years, and still no electricity, no sewer… I had a beautiful house in Baghdad, you know, with a lemon tree in the courtyard."

Miss Shkedy pushed her teacup away in disgust and stood. "To hear them tell it, every barefoot beggar had a lemon tree in the courtyard in Baghdad. My family had a townhouse in Budapest too, right on the Danube. If it wasn't destroyed in the war, no doubt some Party official is living there now." She slapped down a pamphlet bound in cheap yellow paper on the table. "There's a rabbinical examination next month, on the 15th of June. I got you the test materials."

After she left, Saleh grimly took up the carpet and carried it out back. Elias examined the yellow pamphlet with distaste. It contained holy texts, so would have to be taken to geniza, rather than simply thrown on the trash heap.

 

#

 

One of the girls had lost her gun on Friday morning, so they all had to stay on base and search until it was found. Then the bus broke down in the middle of the desert, and Gila ended up sitting on her duffel bag, with her gun across her knees, everyone fighting over the few scraps of shade the bus cast by the side of the road. Of course, when the replacement bus got there an hour later, it was already full, so the people who'd been on the first bus had to stand, clinging to the seats for dear life as the bus rattled along the road to Shabtai. After all that, wouldn't it have been too bad if Gila had gotten home after sunset, too late to help with the Shabbat preparations?

No such luck.

The sun was still high in the sky, glaring down at her as the bus spit her out at the edge of town. Gila adjusted her gun and duffel bag and strode down the unpaved paths between shacks, ignoring running, shrieking children, stray cats, and the catcalls of a group of young men clustered outside one of the shacks, smoking cigarettes or nargilas. When she got to her own house, she found her brother Yossi crouched by a circle drawn in the dust with a handful of other schoolboys.

"Lazy donkey, what are you doing playing marbles on Friday afternoon?" said Gila.

Yossi looked up and wrinkled his nose at her. "Mama told me to mind Etti, so there."

And so was little Etti in the circle too, hair in her face, drawing figures in the dust and looking bored.

"Some babysitter. Don't let her eat the marbles."

Etti leapt to her feet, and with a cry of "Gila!" attached herself to Gila's leg like a burr. Gila tried not to hit her with the duffel or the gun as she made her way to the house. The door stuck as usual, and as Gila kicked off her shoes she was hit in the face with a cloud of savory steam, chicken and cinnamon and mint, that reminded her that she hadn't eaten since breakfast at the base.

"Where have you been?" Gila's mother called from the kitchen corner. "I've had no help all day."

"The bus broke down. Yossi doesn't seem very busy." Gila sat on the floor, started to disassemble her gun, and smacked Etti's reaching hand away. Her brother Moshe was sitting at their father's work table, bent over a stack of books. "And Moshe's just reading."

"Moshe's matriculation exams are only a month and a half away. You know that."

Gila's mother bent over to take a tray of stuffed tomatoes out of the oven. Moshe's ears went red and he buried himself deeper into the book he was reading, trying to pretend the argument wasn't happening. Etti grabbed the barrel sleeve of Gila's gun, and Gila smacked her again and grabbed it back.

"Leave it, little flea! It's dangerous," Gila said, and then, to her mother again, "So? Let Moshe go to work when he's finished with school like David and I did. Where is David anyway?"

"He took an extra shift at the building site," Gila's mother said, pressing her lips together in satisfaction as if to say: see, someone is providing for this family.

Someone was trying to get out of housework, more like. Cups with coffee sludge on the bottom littered the floor near the couch where Moshe slept, and some of them were filled with cigarette butts. David had had his friends over again, and who was going to have to clean up after them?

Gila's mother went on, "You're filthy. Go to the washhouse, then you can clean up in here." Of course! "And take Etti."

Gila stowed the pieces of her gun in the clothes chest, and took out a blouse, a flared flower-print skirt, and stockings; a smock in the same flower print for Etti, and a cake of soap from by the sink. She snagged a stuffed tomato from the tray at the same time, and scalded her fingers and the roof of her mouth on it on the way to the women's showers.

When they got there, just Gila's luck, Shoshana Alzem was coming out with dripping hair in a cloud of rose-scented steam. "You used up all the water in the tank again, didn't you," Gila said sourly.

"Shabbat shalom, Gila! How nice to see you! I'm pretty sure there's some left."

Shoshana Alzem had been a filthy liar when she and Gila had been in school together, too.

The water was a trickle, and cold. Etti howled and bit Gila's arm when she washed her hair, but finally Gila managed to get her washed, dressed, and her hair braided. "Go find Yossi, he's supposed to be looking after you," she said afterwards.

The kid was just going to get dirty again, but Gila didn't want her hanging around when she was showering. You knew it was bad when you missed the privacy and luxurious amounts of water of the army showers.

A few minutes to dress, put up her hair and put some color on her lips, and then it was: pick up the mess. Wash the dishes, including the disgusting coffee cups. Collect the week's washing to take to the laundry, which meant going into David's room, one of the two bedrooms that had been built onto the shack in the last few years, and picking up his clothes from every corner where he'd tossed them. They stank of tobacco, and the floor was a minefield of more coffee cups, and a couple of greasy nargilas that also needed to be emptied and washed.

Take the washing to the laundry. "Don't let Mrs. Shama refuse to take the money, her husband hasn't been able to work since that accident with the tractor." And so, a horribly embarrassing argument with Mrs. Shama at the laundry, while Gila awkwardly held out a handful of lira, and Mrs. Shama clutched the amulet that hung around her neck and started crying and telling a rambling anecdote about Gila's father.

Take up the carpet. Beat the carpet. Scrub the floor. Back to the laundry to haul back the sacks of wet washing and hang it out to dry. Meanwhile, in the house, Gila's mother had been cooking steadily the whole time, and there was a new stack of dishes to wash. At some point while Gila was out, Moshe had gone to the showers with Yossi, but he hadn't put away his books, and who had to do that? Oh, guess.

Finally, with the food all cooked and the house as clean as it was going to get and sunset on the way, Gila's mother lit the oil lamps and Gila sank down onto the couch, exhausted.

"Grab the other end of the couch, Julia—"

"Gila," Gila sighed. She'd been Gila since she'd started kindergarten when she was six, and if her mother hadn't gotten it in the past twelve years she was never going to, but Gila kept trying.

"—and help me move it into the corner. Then go ask the Pelechs for their table; we're having company tonight."

 

#

 

Before the afternoon prayer, the men in the synagogue recited the order of the composition of incense: balm, onycha, galbanum, and frankincense—by weight, seventy maneh of each; myrrh, cassia, spikenard and saffron—by weight, sixteen maneh of each; twelve maneh of costus, three maneh of aromatic bark, and nine maneh of cinnamon.

Elias's lips formed the words automatically, but his eyes kept drifting to the door. Moshe stood beside him, eyes half-closed, seemingly lost in prayer. David was late.

It wasn't, God knew, the first time. Elias knew what people said: Rabbi Alafi, a learned man, a pious man, certainly, the best person to ask for a legal opinion or an exorcism; what a shame he was too unworldly to keep his children in line. And maybe he was. A man who took a firmer hand with his son would probably not find himself hoping that he was simply desecrating Shabbat by smoking with his no-good friends.

A few minutes later, with the afternoon prayer concluded and Elias's head bent to the words of the Song of Songs, the corrugated steel door swung open. David, silhouetted against the banded orange sky, slouched in. His hair was full of grease and he'd thrown a white shirt on over his work clothes.

"What?" he muttered under his breath, sliding onto the bench next to Elias. "I'm here."

Elias slid his narrowed eyes over at David and passed him a prayerbook without pausing in his recitation. David flipped through the book, his legs sprawled in front of the bench as if he was sitting on the step and smoking. As if Elias hadn't been picturing his flayed corpse lying in a sewage ditch, only to be discovered when someone noticed the gathering clouds of flies.

The first such body had been found a month ago, the state of it ensuring that no one knew who it had been when it was alive. The second one, found a week and a half ago, had been identified only because no one had seen Tzvi Shmuel for several days. Terrorists, said the police. A mad killer, maybe. They could spare few men and little time for a nameless vagrant and a man with no family or prospects, who'd spent his days drinking and playing backgammon before they were suddenly cut short.

And so, as the prayers drew to a close, as men kissed their prayerbooks and replaced them in the dented metal cabinet, they turned to Elias. And so, Saleh had been cooking all day for the crowds she knew would gather in their small house and spill out onto their patch of dirt.

Almost half the men followed Elias home from the synagogue, and there were more squeezed into the house, along with their wives and children. Elias said kiddush, blessed the wine and bread, and the people of Shabtai sat in borrowed chairs at borrowed tables while Saleh and Gila handed out borrowed bowls filled with kubbeh soup.

"Rabbi, I need an amulet for Ezra," Toya Bakshi said humbly, as she accepted her torn-off piece of bread. "He travels for work, and every day I'm frightened—"

"Ask me after Shabbat," Elias said. "I'll write for anyone who needs one." According to the law, Elias needed certification from the Rabbinate to scribe amulets, but if the police couldn't be bothered to investigate killings, they certainly wouldn't waste their time with someone who scribed amulets and didn't even accept money in payment, only the occasional chicken or sack of flour.

"It's the Firstborn of Death," Toya's old father put in, slurping soup noisily. "My grandfather told me he heard him once, chasing a man through the streets. Noon time, with the fever-wind blowing, and the sound of running feet, of tearing flesh. He tried to peek through the curtains, he said, but his mother slapped his hand away."

Yosef Hai snorted, tilting his chair back on two legs. He was only here because his mother had dragged him along. "What, you think it's some thing from back in Iraq? And we dragged it all the way across the desert with us? And it's been living quietly among us all this time, and only now decided to kill?"

"Don't speak so lightly," said Elias. "The ways of demons are strange. Your elders understand these things."

"It's immodesty in women that gives demons sway over the community," Yosef's mother Varda added, narrowing her eyes at Gila as she came around with more soup. "A woman should not carry a man's weapon."

Gila slammed a bowl down in front of Varda, pressed her lips together, and turned away, angry footfalls muffled by the dirt of the yard. Elias watched her until she disappeared into the house.

"I will write amulets for anyone who needs them," he repeated with a sigh. "I have been studying this thing, and I will see what can be done."

 

#

 

The next afternoon, when Gila's father and David and Moshe were at afternoon prayers, Gila's mother went out to visit friends. She tried to get Gila to come with her, but it was obvious that those old gossips didn't want to see Gila anyway.

"Why should I go out?" Gila said, and added, quoting scripture with a curled lip, "All the honor of the king's daughter is within."

For a second she thought her mother was going to slap her, but in the end she just pressed her lips together and said, "Impudent. Keep an eye on Yossi and Etti."

By which Gila understood that her mother knew what her friends thought of Gila as well as Gila did. What was the point of pretending otherwise?

So Gila kept an eye on Yossi and Etti. Along with a gang of Yossi's friends, they pelted from one neighbor's patch of dirt to another, playing some make-believe game, partisans or something. Gila watched them, sitting in one of the borrowed chairs outside that hadn't been returned yet, bored out of her mind.

And when Shoshana Alzem came by with all the old crowd, Leah and Miriam and Tikki and Carmela, of course Gila invited them in. The little fleas were looking after themselves anyway. Gila handed around cups of mud coffee and whatever was left of the cardamom cookies. Tikki turned on the radio.

"Turn that down, do you want the whole neighborhood to hear?" Gila snapped, lunging over with her hands still full of coffee cups to adjust the volume. "Aren't you the one who has an exemption from the army because you're religious?"

"Pfff, are you the military police or the modesty police?" Tikki waved away this objection to her Shabbat-breaking and sang along with the radio, nonsense words in English: "I'll see my girl soon in King-ston town!"

"Forget it, Gila, dance with me," Shoshana said. She stood in the middle of the carpet, shaking her shoulders and hips.

Gila snorted a laugh. "Is that supposed to be a samba?" But she set down her coffee cup and gave an experimental wiggle to the rhythm.

She twirled Shoshana, and Leah caught her. Shoshana twirled Leah and flung her in Carmela's direction, who missed the catch, and Leah landed on the couch. A cup shattered. Miriam dragged Tikki into the dance and in another minute they were all collapsed on the couch, breathless, and Harry Belafonte was replaced with a snooty announcer-voice saying, "The Voice of Israel from Jerusalem, here is the news."

"Ugh," said Tikki, reaching over to shut off the radio.

Gila slapped her hand away. "No, I want to hear it."

The Egyptians were stopping ships in the Suez Canal again. A hiker had been killed by terrorists. "…and in the continuing investigation of the murders in the town of Shabtai in Hevel Lakhish, police are asking anyone with information to contact—"

This time, when Tikki lunged over Gila to turn off the radio, Gila didn't stop her, and she spun the dial with a decisive click, silencing the snooty voice. "Why do you listen to that shit? They don't know anything."

"Here," said Shoshana, pressing something into Gila's hand.

Gila opened her hand to look at it, a palm-sized picture frame, cheap metal and cheaper plastic, stamped into curves and swirls that imitated filigree. Inside the frame, Gila recognized the first few words of Psalm 91. Curiously, she extracted the paper with a fingernail—thin paper, folded and refolded. Printed, not scribed, and the paper that hadn't been visible through the frame was simply blank.

"It's an amulet," Shoshana said reproachfully. "I worry, you know, always taking the bus back and forth to base all by yourself."

"By myself, if only. Then maybe I could get a seat," Gila muttered. But Shoshana was looking at her with big eyes and a pouting lower lip, and she had meant well. Gila sighed and tried to fold the paper back up and shove it into the frame. "Yeah. Thanks."

Gila held the amulet, uncomfortably aware of the sweat of her palm and the edges of the metal, while Carmela talked about how Yosef Hai had a car that he'd bought off a guy he'd known in the army and he was going to take her to the cinema in Kiryat Gat. Leah and Miriam argued about politics, because Leah was going to vote for the Freedom party, and Miriam was going to vote for the Union of North African Immigrants, which, as Leah pointed out, was stupid, because everyone knew they weren't going to get any seats, and anyway Miriam was Iraqi and not North African? Shoshana tried again to teach Gila the steps to the samba, not discouraged by the fact that she herself didn't know them.

Then children started shrieking and howling outside, and Gila said, "O God, I've got to check on my brother and sister."

Gila waded into the cluster of brats and pried apart Yossi and Benny Shamsi, who were rolling around in the dirt pummeling each other. It was harder to loosen Etti's teeth from Eli Bakshi's arm, or his fist from her hair.

"Go on home! Shoo! Animals!" Gila shouted, and neighborhood children scattered in all directions. She ushered Yossi and Etti inside, only pausing to drop Shoshana's amulet in the pocket of her army blazer, hanging on the lines with the rest of the laundry. Yossi's nose dripped blood, and Etti, red-eyed and scowling, wiped away a furious tear. Leah and Miriam and Carmela were already gone by the time they came in, and Shoshana and Tikki quickly made themselves scarce too. Gila handed Yossi a handkerchief, then dragged the old battered backgammon set out of the bookcase and tried to teach Etti the rules until it was too dark to see the pieces.

 

#

 

After Shabbat, before Elias had even finished saying havdalah to mark the beginning of the new work week, the first petitioners arrived. Toya Bakshi, and young Effi Hai with the baby, and more people pushing inside as Elias lit a candle for his work table, got out his parchment and inks. Saleh and Gila, side-by-side, worked through the pile of dishes from Shabbat by the light of more candles in the kitchen corner.

Elias scribed: names of angels and verses of Psalms and invocations in Aramaic, arranged in sacred geometries, each letter tiny and precise. Small enough to be rolled up and tied with a bit of red string and kept in a pocket or amulet case. He wrote each amulet, tied it off, whispered a blessing and kissed it, passed it into the outstretched hand before him, started on the next one. In the background, throughout, the sounds of conversation and the trickle of water.

The crowd thinned. David came in, loud and swaggering, with a couple of his friends, stepping over Yossi and Etti where they'd passed out on the floor. Moshe tucked himself up in the very corner of the couch, holding a book in front of his face like a shield.

"Your father will make amulets for anyone who asks." Once the other noise died down, Elias could hear Saleh's quiet but insistent voice. "You should ask."

"I have an amulet," Gila muttered. "Shoshana Alzem gave it to me."

"Oh, is Shoshana Alzem a trained scribe now? Does she have a mystical knowledge of names?"

Gila snickered, her habitual belligerence swallowed in amusement. Elias handed a completed amulet to Varda Hai, who took it and left with perfunctory thanks, leaving the Alafi family alone for once.

"She didn't scribe it, she bought it," said Gila.

Elias set down his pen, his hands shaking, a growing headache behind his eyes. Anger will cause a sage to lose his wisdom, he reminded himself. "Of course. Only certified, qualified rabbis may sell amulets."

"O God, Abba!" Gila turned away from the sink, throwing up her hands, Elias looked up from his desk, and they met each others' eyes, equally stubborn. Her blouse was wet at the armpits, and her hair likewise soaked with sweat and falling out of its twist, dark circles like thumbprints beneath her eyes. "I know, the Rabbinate disrespects you. The State disrespects you. I know! I hear it every week! What about everyone here? What about the people who push into our house, and eat the food that Imma cooks, and insult your family, why should you spend all night scribing amulets in exchange for what, a bag of tomatoes and a free load of laundry that Imma won't even let me accept? And I should ask you for one too, I'd be ashamed—"

The door opened with the sound of scraping concrete, and Sasson Katan, broad-faced and genial, smelling of the week's first smoke, looked with undisguised interest between Gila and Elias. "I came to ask for an amulet, Rabbi Alafi. Is it a bad time?"

"Knock!" Gila snapped, and pushed through the door behind him.

Elias sighed. "Of course not. Come in, sit, it will be done in a few minutes."

"Abba." Moshe looked over the edge of his book, his eyes wide. "Is it true, what Yosef Hai said? Did we really drag this thing across the desert with us?"

Moshe had only been a baby then. Saleh had fretted so much about keeping him quiet, and he had been quiet ever since, so quiet you forgot he was listening.

"If we did, we will deal with it. Just study, Moshe." And Elias bent his head again to scribe for Sasson Katan, trying to ignore his headache.

Before the amulet was finished, Gila came slinking back. Moshe stood to let her take a mattress from the couch, and she set it on the floor next to Etti's, curled up and slept, or pretended to. It was another hour until the petitioners finally stopped arriving, and longer than that before Elias blew out his candle and went to bed.

 

#

 

Sunday morning. Sunlight fell through the thin curtains, sharp as shrapnel, and Gila threw her arm across her eyes and groaned. Still half asleep, she dragged herself out to the clotheslines, retrieved her uniforms, threw open the clothes-chest, reassembled her gun. Yossi and Etti lay sprawled out on their mattress, skinny arms and legs slack with sleep. No one else was around. Her father and Moshe, presumably, were at prayers. David was likely sleeping in his own room. Her mother—who knew? Visiting neighbors, gathering fenugreek, something. Gila pulled on one uniform, the hard little box of Shoshana's amulet resting against her breast, and shoved the other uniforms into her duffel bag. Shouldered her duffel bag. Stuffed a heel of bread into her mouth, her feet into her shoes.

This early, the streets of Shabtai were deserted. The wind carried an old newspaper past her feet, along with other garbage left uncollected over Shabbat, a cloud of stinking dust, and the heavy clanking sounds of construction vehicles. Gila frowned. At the edge of town, a plume of dust rose into the air. Since when was the government building in Shabtai? It was a temporary accommodation only, they always said, there was no need…

She quickened her pace, gun bouncing against her shoulder at every step, though she couldn't have said what she was apprehensive about. The sounds grew louder, the air thicker, and before she reached the main road with the bus stop, her feet stopped at the edge of a newly-flattened ribbon of earth, curving in a familiar sacred geometry, letters freshly incised into the dirt as the dust settled. She raised her head from the inscription to the plume of dust moving off into the distance, the growling road roller kicking it up.

"David!" she shouted, breaking into a run. "David, what in the hell!"

She was winded, her shoulder feeling bruised, when she caught up with the slow-moving vehicle. It rolled to a stop, and David rested one hairy forearm along the window-well and leaned out towards her. "What?"

"What what?" she retorted, rising up on her toes in a futile attempt to put herself at the same height. "Where did you get a field scriber, that's army ordnance—"

"Are you the military police now? People walk off from bases with stuff all the time, don't be a goody-two-shoes."

"Donkey! You didn't forget you had your scriber in your pocket when you went home for Shabbat!" She kicked the vehicle's retrofitted back cylinder for emphasis. Where a civilian road-roller would have had a smooth cylinder, this one was covered in a grid of lines resembling pen-strokes; the operator could control which ones lay flat against the cylinder and which ones protruded, to spell out different words and names. It wasn't quite as tall as Gila, and weighed easily four times as much. "O God, you're as bad as the old people, like we're back in Iraq, always trying to stay one step ahead of the authorities and find some way around the rules—it's army stuff for a reason! You wore this uniform too! It's us, protecting us."

"And what do you think I'm doing, simpleton?" David wasn't even yelling, that was the infuriating part. He leaned back in the driver's seat, relaxed as if he was smoking a nargila and idly arguing about politics with his friends. "Protecting us. There's this demon, maybe you heard? Flaying people alive?"

"Of course I—" Gila dropped to her haunches, looking at the letters, the curve of the lines. She'd watched her father scribe his amulets over and over again the night before, his eyes dark, his hand only shaking in the moments he set down his pen. "Simpleton yourself! You're doing it backwards—this will keep the demon in, not out."

"Yeah." David's voice was still calm, but it took on a serious edge that Gila seldom heard. "Abba said—we brought it with us, when we came here. It's ours. We can't let it escape."

"The Firstborn of Death. Menahem Bakshi said his grandfather heard it. With the fever-wind blowing, and the sound of running feet—" The wind kicked up a cloud of dust. Gila sat back on her heels and quoted: "He eats the tissues of his flesh; he eats his tissues—the Firstborn of Death. He is torn out of his tent, his safe place; he marches him to the King of Terrors."

David leaned out of the cab of the vehicle, frowning.

"What?" said Gila. "I learned Tanakh in school, just because Abba never taught me Talmud doesn't mean—"

"He'd have taught you! If you'd asked."

"Should I have asked? Does a good daughter—"

"Does a good daughter enlist in the army?" They stared at each other for a few seconds, then David went on with a shrug, "He did try to teach me. It didn't take. Moshe is the one who—Gila. Where's Moshe?"

"What do you mean? He went to synagogue with Abba."

"No, he—"

David turned the key of the road-roller. The engine's idling growl went quiet. And in the distance—the sound of running feet.

He jumped down from the cab and sprinted back along the lines he'd just carved into the earth. Gila, with shorter legs, encumbered with her duffel bag and gun, couldn't keep up; it was all she could do to keep him in sight. The sacred words circled Shabtai like a flower, and it was at the junction of two of the lines that they saw a figure with loose, dust-colored skin, long arms and legs ending in twisted claws, a hanging jaw dripping some liquid that hissed as it hit the dirt. Huge wings with draggled gray feathers grew from its back. Over its bony shoulder it carried a body, Moshe's body, wide eyes staring beneath sleep-cowlicked hair. The air was thick with the smell of sickness, poison, and blood.

The creature turned one way and then another at the junction of the lines. David screamed. Gila couldn't get the breath to. Her legs burned with the strain as she kept running, as David barreled into the thing. Moshe hit the ground with a sickening thud, and it dropped to its haunches, teeth snapping, the sound of tearing flesh loud in the morning quiet. Gila felt a searing pain on her breast, and she reached for her uniform pocket, burning her hand on the ruined amulet, bubbling plastic and corroded metal, thin paper already ash.

She threw it away from her. Unslung her gun, held it steady. One shot at the thing's head. Recoil hit her hard in the chest, but the thing was flung backwards, flames crackling around its head, and she took two more shots at the center of its torso, each one accompanied by a deafening crack, a burst of radiance, the smell of of gunpowder, balm, onycha, galbanum, and frankincense.

The barrel of her gun glowed with curving lines, holy names. The Firstborn of Death wailed, burned, and was consumed, flames licking it to ashes that blew away on the wind.

She jogged the last few steps, fell to her knees beside her brothers. David's face was sliced open, a single cut baring flesh and bone. He shivered in the heat, clutching Moshe to him. Moshe's eyes were open without seeing, breath coming shallowly, strips of torn skin hanging from every part of his body.

"O God, O God." Her stomach churned and she set her gun on the ground with shaking hands. "What do I do?"

David looked at her, and his mouth moved, and nothing she understood came out. But behind his shoulder, a car was pulling over, one of the few cars in Shabtai, the social worker Ruti Shkedy's little buff-colored Studebaker.

Ruti strode out, slamming the driver's door behind her. "What happened? I heard—" she came closer, and she saw, and for a second her face looked like Gila felt: drained, sick, helpless. Then her mouth set in a firm line. "Help me get them into the car. I'll take you to the hospital."

 

#

 

Sasson Katan owned the general store, and the general store had Shabtai's only phone, so it was Sasson Katan who came to tell Elias and Saleh that their three oldest children were in the hospital in Rehovot. Yosef Hai had a car he'd bought off a man he'd known in the army, and Elias and Saleh held onto its rickety, bouncing seats on the drive through the desert to the city. When they arrived at the hospital, Miss Shkedy was there to meet them, to fill out forms and yell at the receptionists at the front desk until they let Elias and Saleh through.

"Thank you," said Elias stiffly. And, after a pause, even more stiffly: "Ruti."

She pursed her painted lips. "No need to thank me. It's my job." An equally long and awkward pause. "Rabbi Alafi."

And so it was. Filling out forms and bullying receptionists on behalf of new immigrants whose grasp of Hebrew was shaky, who were unfamiliar with the customs of the country in which they now lived. Elias might not have needed it, but he was glad not to have to do it himself just now.

A bandage, stained an ugly red, adorned David's face. His speech was slurred, but otherwise he seemed well enough, giving his report to a young policeman with expansive gestures and, Elias was sure, unnecessary flourishes on the truth. Moshe lay in the bed beside him, bandaged from head to foot. The doctors were uncertain how well he would recover, but he would live, which was more than any of the Firstborn of Death's other victims had done. For now, he slept peacefully. Elias left Saleh with the boys and went to find Gila.

She, the doctors said, had been unhurt, except for shock. He found her huddled on a chair in the corridor, her uniform rumpled and blackened at the breast pocket, her gun across her knees, her face streaked with tears. He laid a hand on her head, and she turned her face up to him.

"Abba. I didn't ask you for an amulet."

"I wrote you one anyway."

Her grip tightened on her gun. The holy names he'd incised on its barrel were still faintly visible. "But—" she said, her mouth twisting unhappily. "Isn't it written, a woman should not carry a man's weapon?"

"Have you been listening to Varda Hai? I never do." Elias sat down on the chair next to her. "It's also written, answer not a fool according to his folly. And, God will deliver Sisera into the hands of a woman. Many things are written, Gila, my love."

She sighed and rested her head on his shoulder. "You sound like someone who could pass a rabbinical exam, if he wanted," she said.

"Well." Of course he could. That wasn't the issue. And yet… "Maybe so."




	Another One's Treasure



 

In a land of infinite plenty, you'd be amazed at what people throw out.

I mean, check out these boots. Go on, touch them—feel that? That's genuine leather. I've been wearing them for the last seven years, and except for a couple of scuffs, they're as good as new. Soles, too. I found them, hand to God, just sitting on a bench in a park. Why'd someone throw them out? They weren't the latest fashion, maybe. The people who live there, they don't think like you and me.

There was a fad around that time—they called it "decluttering". It was amazing. Clothes, books, fancy kitchen equipment. Heaps of it piled up outside every building. Well, I didn't have much use for the fancy kitchen stuff, did I? You need a kitchen. But I helped myself to four coats, each bigger than the last, because it gets chilly at night in Paradise, even if it's never quite too cold to sleep out. And I'd sit under a streetlamp, wrapped up in my four coats, and read.

The words they left by the wayside! Stories and histories, cookbooks and travel books and gardening books. How to Fix Your Car's Engine. Fifteen Thinking Exercises to Build Your Brain Power. Good and Evil: How to Recognize Them.

Well, it didn't last. Security caught up with me eventually, and I got the bum's rush to the other side of the gate, flaming revolving sword blocking the way and all.

But even though I
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