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to reveal the truth, to lead you to it.
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Chapter 1

			Pleased to Meet You
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			My instincts didn’t fail me. They only rarely do in situations like this. Something was wrong just above me. I knew what I had to do, and I had to do it instantly—or else.

			I swiftly aimed my M-4, dropped a terrorist to the left, and immediately dispatched another to the right. I looked upward. A helicopter with six well-armed soldiers was hovering just above me. They were preparing to rappel down on me. The seconds were flashing by, but I remained calm. I aimed my RPG at the helicopter, making sure it was locked in. I squeezed the trigger. A whoosh sound told me the missile was on its way, and I watched it as it flew for two seconds until hitting the chopper and turning it into a yellow-red fireball. It veered awkwardly to the left, jerked downward, and crashed into a warehouse.

			I felt relieved, but there was no time to pat myself on the back. A vicious battle was still raging all around me. Greenish-yellow tracer rounds flew by me, and I tracked them to a light armor vehicle to my right.

			Where the #%@! did this come from?

			I raised my M-4 and returned fire. A dozen soldiers jumped out of the back, took up tactical stances, and came my way.

			Trained solders. They know what they’re doing. Hmmm … well, so do I!

			Scores of angry tracers streaked past me. Another vehicle appeared on my left. More soldiers dismounted and headed for me.

			This isn’t fair! Too many!

			I got hit again and again and knew I wasn’t going to make it. I pursed my lips and prepared. I heard a solemn voice call out to me.

			“Ty, maybe you can enlighten us with an answer to the question on the parashah we’ve been discussing?”

			Rabbi Shmuel gave me a stern look. He recognized when I was in daydream land and enjoyed snapping me back to the classroom. He caught me, and he was going to take full advantage of it. I was doomed.

			“Uh yes …”

			I was back, albeit reluctantly and incompletely. The images and experiences of the Fallujah 2004 video game were powerful and gripping. They had me. Nonetheless, I had been ordered to leave the front lines. The terrorists would have to wait until after school to learn their fate.

			“I’m thinking, Rabbi Shmuel. It will take a moment.”

			“Good! But we don’t have all day.”

			He made a point of looking at his watch, and my classmates enjoyed the drama.

			“Your moment has passed, Ty. Now that you are back from your deep thoughts, please be so kind as to share the knowledge you gained with the class and with me as well.”

			His lecture had wafted into my brain while I was doing battle. Unfortunately, most of it had wafted out too. A few words about Abraham and Isaac popped up, but no question came to me. I fidgeted in my seat and felt the stares of classmates. Some felt sorry for me; others enjoyed my plight.

			The bell rang. I was saved. Rabbi Shmuel was disappointed.

			“I have good news, class. Ty will explain everything to us tomorrow. I hope you can wait till then.”

			Everyone laughed, except for me.

			“Yes, yes. I’ll be prepared tomorrow.” I closed my book and headed out of the room for lunch. I’d have to talk with Hannah. She was an excellent student, and I could count on her for help. She liked me. I could tell from her smile. And, well, I kind of liked her too.
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			Okay. Before I get to my numbers quest, I should tell you a little about me. My name is Ty Lev, and I was ten when the grand adventure began. That was a few years ago. I was born in Haifa—that’s in Israel—but live in San Diego with my folks. They work a lot, which leaves me with time for exploration. My father is a computer engineer. He designs the little silicon chips that make all those cool things come to life and solve problems. My mom is a free spirit who does seminars on holistic living.

			I was in the fifth grade when all this began. Good grades come easy to me. Everyone says that school is important, including my parents. Especially my parents. Religion is the heart of my schooling. Many classmates come from very religious homes. Everything is based on something in the Torah. They walk to services every Friday night, even in the rain. And Yom Kippur, well, that’s a day of sadness and regret and soul searching. That’s okay with me. It’s okay with my folks. We don’t live that way though. My friends’ parents wonder about us, maybe especially about me.

			Opportunity came knocking one day, loud and clear!

			

	

Chapter 2

			Numbers
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			It all started one day in math class. I was into numbers for years, but that day was different. We worked on addition and subtraction, multiplication and division. The numbers mostly kept getting bigger and bigger. Thousands, hundreds of thousands, and this mysterious thing called a billion. You had to pronounce the b so no one thought you were talking about a mere million. I learned to solve problems. I learned about the base ten number system and calculation strategies. I guess you could say my school was little bit ahead of most of the other ones in San Diego. All these were great, but then one big question arose in my mind.

			I knew very well where numbers start, but where do they end? Easy enough, or so it seemed.

			I raised my hand, and Mrs. Lerner called on me.

			“Where do numbers end?”

			“Numbers never end!” she instantly replied. Her smile told me she liked my question and the mind that came up with it.

			“But how can that be, Mrs. Lerner? Everything in the world has a beginning and end. The hour, the day, summer and winter. Even TV shows. The same must be true of numbers!”

			I might have sounded like I was challenging her authority, but I was curious, that’s all.

			“Numbers go to infinity, and that’s endless. They go on and on—forever.”

			She smiled again, but this time I noticed a little wrinkle formed on her forehead. Now I knew that my time was probably limited to another one of two questions.

			She saw that I still was not satisfied with her answer and added, “Imagine adding oranges to a big pile. You can add as many as you want. You can add every orange in California, then add every orange in Florida. You can always add one more.”

			“Okay, I guess. But eventually the pile will get larger than our planet.”

			“Then our orange pile will go into outer space. And, Ty, you know outer space is endless.”

			“But what if outer space has an end?”

			Her smile disappeared, and she became punctual. “It doesn’t.”

			I knew that my time was up. I’d learned the signs of an irritated teacher long ago, and they were clear as day just then. I had to be careful. I knew it, and so did everyone in class.

			“Any questions from the others?”

			No one else had one. Many classmates looked at me like I was weird. Maybe I am, at least a little. I remained puzzled, and it started to bother me. There was someone else I could ask.
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			That evening before dinner, as I went over the homework with my father, I brought up the question of the end of numbers. Mom was off at a seminar.

			“Well, there is no end. You can always add one to any result. It’s that simple. It doesn’t matter how large the number is, you can always add another one to it. Therefore, they go on forever—to infinity, as we call it.” He smiled and patted my back. “And now let’s see what’s for dinner.”

			“But there must be an end to them. Everything in the world has an end.”

			I suppose he tried to think of something else that went on forever but came up with a blank. Poor Dad was stumped.

			“You’re right, young man. Our world has a start and an end. But there are some things that, according to our understanding, are defined as going to infinity. Maybe we simply can’t comprehend these huge amounts. This is something that many mathematicians investigated for many years without any other results.”

			I nodded.

			“A good example is the number pi. This is a small number with infinite decimal value. The numbers go on and on into infinity.”

			“Or they stop somewhere.”

			“Even if they are stopping at some point, our supercomputers churn and churn but are unable to find a stopping point. How about spaghetti?”

			“Spaghetti? Oh, you mean for dinner.”

			“Yes, dinner. We are back to earth, Ty.” He smiled and messed my hair.

			“Spaghetti sounds great.”

			The evening routine started. Dinner, a little television, a lot of homework, and off to bed. The day was coming to an end. I lay in bed and determined to come to an understanding of this end stuff. After half an hour, drowsiness put things on hold.

			

	

Chapter 3

			Reaching Out
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			The next night, just before bedtime, I was glued to my computer, especially since I got Fallujah 2004. But mathematics was more important than terrorism just then. Search after search revealed nothing more than what Dad said. A few more words and several big ones—that was all.

			I wondered what a ten-year-old kid could add to the question. I mean, sure I’m smart and creative, but these people I’m seeing online are wizzes at MIT and Cal Tech with lots of letters after their names. I almost opened my war game. The cursor was in place; my finger was ready. Nope. I wasn’t going to give up. There was something interesting and maybe even amazing in this.

			I entered new search terms: “Who can help me with the end of numbers?”

			I scrolled through pages of hits, but I’d seen most of them, and the others didn’t help.

			I typed “I want to know where numbers end.”

			I scrolled and scrolled, and only on the third page did something catch my eye. It was a chat room. I entered and asked the question. This time, I made a little change.

			“My question is, why don’t numbers come to an end?”

			I waited for replies. After two minutes, one came.

			“Why do you want to know that? Is this for a game?”

			“Nope. Just curiosity.”

			“Don’t waste our time. This place is for gamers, not philosfers.”

			Even I caught the typo. I ignored it.

			“Okay, but it’s very interesting to me. I want to know.”

			His reply was quick and short, but at least he spelled the F-word right.

			I sent a quick and short reply of my own and logged out. I opened Fallujah 2004 and locked and loaded my M-4.

			

	

Chapter 4

			Religion
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			After classes finished on Fridays, the school let us have a Shabbat party in the auditorium. It took place before sundown, when religion took hold and demanded time for reflection and family life. We enjoyed the social gatherings and good food more than the other things. Families took turns providing the goodies for our parties, and this week it was my folks’ turn, but Mom was away at a seminar in the Rockies, so Hannah’s folks picked up the load. Her folks were better bakers anyway.

			Mrs. Lerner supervised the lighting of the candles and smiled as her pupils chatted and joked and made plans for the weekend of fun and a little homework.

			Rabbi Shmuel came in late. He was never the life of the party, I must say.

			“Does anyone have a question regarding this week’s parashah?”

			The room fell silent. Oh, a parashah is the weekly reading from the Torah. See what I mean about him?

			“Does anyone have a question about anything? Anything at all? If not, then enjoy the rest of the period and pick up your books and get on your buses. Shabbat Shalom!”

			My mind was still on the weekend, but that one thing came to mind. “I have a question, Rabbi Shmuel!”

			He wasn’t happy to hear me chime in. He was halfway out the door, and now he sensed delay from an annoying student. “Oh. Young man, what question has been vexing you amid the song and food this afternoon?”

			“I actually have a question that I’ve wanted to ask you for quite some time now.”

			He looked at his watch. “All right then. What is it?”

			“Umm … well …”

			I studied his annoyed face and wondered about my timing.

			“Young man, do you have a question or not?” Seeing my unease, he became more fatherly. “It’s all right, Ty. You can ask. We’re all here to learn. I’m listening.”

			“Where do numbers end?”

			“Numbers end?” He looked perplexed and blotted his bald spot with a hanky. “They don’t. They go on and on to infinity.”

			“But how can it be? We have a beginning and end to everything. Why not numbers?”

			I’d thrown him. The room was silent. All eyes were on the rabbi and student.

			“Well, mathematicians have asked that question for decades, for centuries. Descartes, Leibniz, many others. They found no end and found no reason there could be one. I’m not a mathematician, but I do know that numbers simply do not end.”

			“Is there any passage in the Bible that talks about this question?”

			He raised a brow.

			Uh oh. I’d done it now.

			“The Bible is a wealth of information. Everything we need to know in life is in it. You know that, Ty. You all know that.”

			“I do know that. That’s exactly why I asked. So the answer is in there somewhere?”

			His face became peaceful and gentle, and he slowly nodded, as my grandfather did when he watched me play.

			“It’s very interesting that a boy your age would like to know about such a profound question. Why do you want to know?”

			“It’s very interesting to me. I wonder how the Bible addresses it.”

			“Young man, I will look into it and offer you clearer counsel next week.”

			“Thank you, Rabbi Shmuel!”

			“Now pack up and go home for Shabbat!”

			We erupted in cheers and headed for the buses. The weekend was on!
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			Monday passed without word from Rabbi Shmuel. Same with Tuesday. I wondered if he’d forgotten about me. Wednesday, however, he called me over just as I was accompanying friends to the lunchroom.

			“Young man, your mind is on to something. I’ve looked through a few books in my personal library and made a few calls to colleagues, but no one has a firm answer. To be perfectly honest, which I try to be, no one has much of an answer at all. Yes, you’re on to something. We just don’t know exactly what.”

			Despite the praise, disappointment must have been clear on my face.

			“However, Ty, we have a guest coming in two weeks, Rabbi Mordechai. He’s a professor at Yeshiva University and a very wise man. I’m proud to say I studied under him. A former student of the Great Rebbe in Jerusalem himself. Very learned and respected not only in our religion but also in mathematics.”

			“Mathematics!”

			“He has a PhD in math. That’s the highest level of education you can get. He knows the science of numbers.”

			I knew these initials from my web searches. I was filled with joy.

			“Thank you, Rabbi Shmuel! I can’t wait.”

			He looked at me sternly, then laughed.

			“Go enjoy your lunch. Play football or something. Don’t try to solve the mysteries of the world right away. You’re only ten years old for crying out loud!”

			Off I went, practically floating on air. I was moving ahead, and I had help.
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			I did more and more web searches over the next two weeks but never found anything of interest. I even searched into mathematics books in the city’s public library. They were too complicated for me. All the books dealt with numbers, but none of them showed where they end. I became more puzzled. So much mathematics with numbers but nothing about where they stop.

			Rabbi Mordechai brought scientific articles with long equations and dozens of footnotes. Don’t ask me what they were about. The two weeks passed, then two weeks and two days. On Friday, as I was packing up for the bus, a tall man in his sixties and wearing a dark suit came in the classroom. Sensing he would lecture on something and keep us after school, my classmates scurried outside. But I knew who he was before he said a word. He approached me and leaned over. His blue eyes and long gray beard instantly told me he was kind and smart. More than smart, he looked like a genius! He put a hand out. I leapt to my feet.

			“I presume you are Ty. I am Rabbi Mordechai from the school in New York, where I had a gifted student who became Rabbi Shmuel. Yes, your inquisitive face tells me you are the gifted student he told me about.”

			I shook hands. “Yes, of course! Pleased to meet you! This is amazing. No, an honor. I mean—”

			“Thank you, Ty. I understand. You are a bright and respectful young man. An increasing rarity in our modern day. Now, let us sit down and talk of things that matter.”

			He sat sideways in a student desk, and I sat in mine. He took out a small cloth and polished the lenses of his wire-rimmed glasses.

			“Everything has a beginning and end, Rabbi Mordechai. Everything in the world. Except for numbers.”

			He leaned forward as best he could in the student desk, nodding his head and stroking his beard. “Yes, yes. Except for numbers. Quite true and quite perplexing. Now, that’s a question I don’t hear every day. It speaks highly of you. How old are you, Ty?”

			“Ten.”

			“Ten years old. Such an unusual question for such a young man.”

			“It’s very interesting to me. The more I learn about math, the more the question comes to my mind. Where do the numbers come from? Why do they exist? And ultimately where do they go? I really want to know.”

			“You are correct, Ty. Our world is made of life forms and objects that have a beginning and end. Numbers fall into a different category though. Mathematics is a science that started in the previous millennium. Because many mathematical discoveries were made as a result of necessity, it comes as no surprise that scientists believe that many basic mathematical functions, such as addition, multiplication, and the alike, appeared thousands of years ago in various areas at the same time, including China, India, Mesopotamia, and Egypt.”

			I didn’t understand everything he said. But I was fascinated. I wanted to hear about mathematics and how it evolved throughout the years. The Torah connected to my question. It had numbers. I wondered how the Torah explained it. I planned to ask the rabbi about it.

			“The oldest clay tablets with mathematics date back over four thousand years. They were found in Mesopotamia, which by the way is near the Holy Land, our Israel.”

			I nodded like I knew that. He continued.

			“The oldest mathematical writings are on Egyptian papyrus. Ancient civilizations developed the basics of mathematics. Since then, we have learned a great deal and developed a richer understanding of the subject. This is what history tells us.”

			I remembered learning the story of Passover years ago. As a young child, it caused me not to favor Egypt.

			“So the first mathematics was invented by the Egyptians? Our enemy?”

			He smiled and nodded. “Back then, yes. Those were different times. Egypt, like many other countries, had good leaders who were friendly to our people and others who were not, as in the events surrounding Passover. But they had great thinkers too. Among them were mathematicians. Brilliant ones.”

			I imagined a guy walking around the pyramids with a calculator. I almost laughed out loud. “Awesome!” I exclaimed.

			“Yes, they made remarkable contributions. You’ll learn more about them one day. Perhaps in college.”

			“So did anyone find out where the numbers end?”

			“No, Ty. They believed what we believe today—”

			“That numbers never end.”

			“Exactly.”

			“Okay, so maybe I’ll study math in college.”

			“An excellent plan!”

			“Meanwhile, I can play with the math I know, and maybe that will open something to me.”

			“Play and investigate, play and investigate. And maybe a door will indeed open for you, and you can enter it boldly and come out of it wisely!”

			“Thank you, Rabbi Mordechai!”

			“You are more than welcome. I come back to San Diego every now and then. We can speak and see what doors you find. But, Ty …” He leaned forward, and again a weariness came over him. “Your investigation may take many years. Many, many years. Life is a journey, young man. A long journey.”

			I wanted to know more about the years and the journey, but I sensed he had other things to do that day. After all, Shabbat was upon us. And I had to catch a bus.

			That evening, when my mother came home from her seminar, she lit the candles, and my father recited the Kiddush. I said my own prayer. I prayed to learn. I prayed to solve mysteries. I prayed to find the answer to my question.

			

	

Chapter 5

			Investigations
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			“I don’t understand why we’re doing this, Ty. It’s so boring.” Hannah sighed as she put down her tablet.

			It was during math class when we were allowed to do stuff on our own. I could usually rely on her to help with every mischievous idea I dreamed up but not that day. I wanted to perform a bunch of math operations to see if we could get some ideas about the end. I’d found an intriguing website that published UCLA dissertations with long equations and something called algorithms. A little more searching, and I found out how to make sense of some of the equations, and I even leaned what algorithms were. They’re computer commands with numbers inside them.

			“Let’s do something else, Ty. Let’s throw paper balls at Seth and Myron over there!” Smiling, Hannah pulled out a piece of her notebook paper and crumpled it with glee.

			“Not just now, Hannah,” I said in an annoyed whisper. “Today, I need your help. Here. I’ll write a few operations for these fractions. I want to see something.”

			She put the crumpled paper down. “Okay, Ty. I’ll play along. But you have to get me some of the chocolates from the headmaster’s office.”

			“On Mrs. Rosen’s desk?”

			“That’s it.”

			“Okay. Deal.”

			I wrote a series of operations on her notebook and explained what needed to be done.

			“Why do we need to do more math?” Hannah asked. “It’s just going to give us one huge number.”

			“Exactly,” I said. “We need a large number for a cypher.”

			Hannah’s puzzled look told me everything. Hannah had no clue how to do this. To demonstrate the concept of a cypher, I said, “I am writing a sentence.” I wrote on a paper,

			Madam, in Eden, I’m Adam. “Now if I write it backward, using letter after letter, it spells the same.”

			Hannah looked at the paper. “Madam, in Eden, I’m Adam.” Hannah was fascinated. “Wow … I love this!” Her eyes got big.

			“Here is another one.” I wrote on the paper, Lipps, mri duh brx wsbub?

			Her forehead wrinkled. “What is it? I don’t understand.”

			“In this sentence, each letter in the original message is shifted forward by four positions in the alphabet to create the ciphered message. The original sentence is Hello, how are you today?”

			Hannah tried the concept, and her eyes sparkled. “This is very cool! We are geniuses.”

			“This is a simple example. Let’s try to decipher what we have here.”

			And so we played with numbers and letters. It took us a while. As I said, she’s a smart student too. Soon we were crunching numbers, feeding them into online math processors and hoping for … for something. I had a plan. I just needed a little help. Just before the end of math class, I combined Hannah’s results with mine and wrote a long series of numbers, one after the other.

			“What’s this?” she whispered. “Are you trying to hack into the CIA?”

			“Not today, Hannah. I don’t really know what it is, but it’s called a key.”

			“A key to what?”

			“I don’t know. It’s called cryptography. That’s the study of codes. I need it to get a link to a special website. I found it late last night.”

			“So you are you trying to hack into the CIA! That’s exciting!”

			“Not today, Hannah dear. Look! We have two hundred and fifty-six numbers! It’s our key! We have the key, Hannah! We have it!”

			My heart raced, but Hannah scanned the long line of numbers, and her eyes opened wide.

			“So now we’re off to Mrs. Rosen’s desk!”

			Wouldn’t you know it. The office was locked. Hannah was understanding.
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			I couldn’t wait until my parents went to sleep after the local news. I took a snack bar from the kitchen and went to my room, prepared for the long haul. With shaky hands, I turned on my MacBook and clicked on the bookmark that took me to a link I found on the UCLA site. It didn’t have a name in its URL, just a lot of numbers. That seemed about right. A prompt came.

			Enter the key.

			I carefully typed in the series of numbers Hannah and I came up with.

			Incorrect. Try again.

			My heart sank. A series of naughty words ran through my head, but I didn’t think they were the answer.

			You may have made a typing error. Reenter the key.

			Well, it was 256 numbers, it was late, and I’m not a typist. I reentered each character.

			Incorrect. Try again.

			Well, someone once said if at first you don’t succeed, enter, enter, enter again. So I went through the numbers again and hit enter.

			Incorrect. But you’ve tried again.

			My heartbeat quickened, but I stared into the screen, not knowing what would come. Then it went black, and I thought the site was a joke or I got caught by the web police. Or was it gone forever? I was about to hit enter a few times when the screen suddenly displayed instructions, part in words, part in math. I followed them and hoped for the best.

			A message appeared:

			Knowledge does not lie in complex calculations but in understanding their meaning. The trick is easy. It’s so easy that no one ever saw it.

			There are few steps to go through to unveil the secret. They will provide you with more cryptographic keys. This is the technique to find more information about the end of numbers—and other questions too.

			The technique?

			It’s essential to trust this source. You’ll have to do exactly as instructed. Each step is based on the previous one, like a tower of cards. Do not let standard thinking hold you back. One wrong move will bring down the tower, and you’ll have to go back to the beginning. A second chance will be given only once. Another wrong move will forever bar you.

			The process is long and complex. It may take months or even years. The reward is tremendous. You have no idea how it will change your life.

			You may seek help from others, but only you can enter results.

			Once you enter an answer, it will erase itself, and you must move on to the next task.

			Think thoroughly and carefully before you begin. Once you begin, you cannot stop.

			A blue button blinked.

			Click here to start.

			I was pulled in but cautious. Any gamer knows from hard experience of sites that lure you in, then ask for personal information or money or both. I learned that the hard way. Every kid my age has. This site was so serious. No music, no bells, no hot women.

			I stared at the screen for a while. I mean, it wasn’t like I had found anything else that helped answer my question. What was the worst that could happen? I could always leave or tell my parents if it became a problem. Still, I was only ten.

			I took a bite from my bar and chewed for a while. What if this site knows? What if they know, and I leave, and then I never know the answer to my question?

			I looked around my room as though I was about to leave it and go on a long journey. I took another bite from my bar and clicked the button.

			“I’m in!”

			The screen went blank for just long enough to make me wonder what would happen next. I hoped my computer didn’t just get a horrible virus that meant I’d have to explain what happened when I asked my parents to replace it. Then the words came on the screen.

			Stage one.

			You must follow these instructions precisely and expeditiously. Don’t question or doubt or hesitate.

			I had to look up “expeditiously.” It means fast. Why didn’t they just say that?

			According to the Jewish religion, there are weekly Torah passages, the parashah, to be read. In Hebrew, it’s פרשת השבוע. You must do the following.

			Every Shabbat, you must recite the parashah. It must be recited in Hebrew. If you don’t know Hebrew, you’ll have to learn it. There is an ancient meaning to every Torah passage. You don’t have to know its meaning, only the words, at least for now.

			The next thing is critical. Immediately after reciting the parashah, close your eyes and think of a number. Write that number down. You have ten seconds to do this; otherwise you’ll miss the window. You must do this only once per week.

			You’ll start at the first week of the Jewish year (שנה עברית) and end at the last month of the Jewish year. Write each number one after the previous one. Assembling these numbers will make a cryptographic code. You should have fifty-three numbers.

			The process will take one Jewish year. If you miss a number, the entire sequence will be broken. Be thorough, be dedicated, and believe.

			Once you have the full code, you’ll be able to go on to the next step.

			Good luck.

			The screen remained visible for another five minutes and then logged me out with this message:

			The site is now locked. Enter the code to unlock.

			I breathed nervously, took a huge bite from my bar, and tried to fight off sleep.

			Did I just start a journey for the next year? I wrote down what I remembered of the instructions. Maybe it’s too big for me. After all, I was only ten. Well, why not? It can’t hurt to try, and I just may get my answer.
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			“Today we’ll learn about a very important holiday in our faith,” Rabbi Shmuel said as he walked between the rows of chair. “Does anyone want to guess which one it is?”

			He had a mischievous expression that we all knew and loved. It meant fun. A few hands went up.

			“Well! We have more interest than usual today. That’s a welcome sight for this rebbe. Hannah, your hand was first.”

			“Rosh Hashanah.” Hannah beamed.

			“Very good, dear.”

			“My mother told me last night.”

			“Very good for your mother. And what is the meaning of Rosh Hashanah?”

			I raised my hand and answered before being called on. “Oh, I know! It’s the beginning of the Jewish new year. That’s exactly what I was waiting for.”

			“I didn’t give you permission to answer, Ty, but yes, you’re correct. Next time, please do us all a favor and wait to be asked to respond—by me. Oh, and, Ty, may I ask why you are waiting for this great holiday?”

			“I love the tradition with apples and honey.”

			“I see, I see. Well, we’ll have plenty of apples and honey, as with every Rosh Hashanah. It’s tradition. Till then, please open your Chumash book to this week’s parashah.”

			“I have a question, please!”

			“Ty, I must again tell you to first raise your hand, then await my permission to talk.”

			“When do we read the first parashah of the year?”

			“Such eagerness from such an unlikely source! That would be the holiday we called Simchat Torah, the day we finish reading the Torah and start reading it from the beginning. The first parashah is Parashat Breshit, or Genesis. Typically, it’s the last day of Sukkot.”

			Everyone in the class looked at me in puzzlement, then pondered the meaning of our teacher’s words. I pondered them too, but it meant more. It would bring the day I entered a string of code and began the journey.

			[image: 44525.png]

			I could hardly wait for Sukkot. Rosh Hashanah was fun. Then came the seriousness of Yom Kippur, which was not a favorite, and then Sukkot. The school had a huge celebration for reading the last parashah. On that day, just before the school day was over, Rabbi Shmuel called me over to his desk. I knew that meant he had something important in mind. I sensed I wasn’t in trouble though, and that was a relief.

			“So, Ty, how are things?” He looked at me in a concerned, fatherly way. Despite my occasionally lapses in following the rules, he liked me. And I liked and respected him. He was knowledgeable and most of the time quite kind.

			“Everything is quite good.”

			“You were asking for the past few weeks, when does Simchat Torah come. When do we complete the Torah and start anew. Why?”

			“No particular reason.”

			His shoulders slumped a little, like he was disappointed. “I don’t buy it, Ty. Not for a minute. What’s going on in your life? It’s related to your quest to understand numbers, isn’t it.”

			“Yes, it is. You’re right. It’s just that I have to perform certain tasks.”

			Me and my big mouth.

			“Tasks, eh. Are you working with Rabbi Mordechai on this?”

			“Well, I may need his help sometimes. If that’s okay.”

			“Yes, it’s all right. I must say, however, that you have to be careful. I’m here to help, and when Rabbi Mordechai is here, he can help as well.”

			“Thank you. It’s good to know.”

			He looked at me as though he wanted me to tell more but respected my judgment. “Ty, you have a courageous spirit. You don’t give up. Your quest may be long and difficult. Our faith has deep knowledge about science and more mysterious things as well. Stay safe, young man. Stay on track.”

			I bet he knew more than he was letting on. But then again, so did I.

			That evening, upon completing the Torah reading, my classmates and I celebrated with dances and games. The whole time, I thought of the parashah and a string of code and that website. I looked at Hannah and Seth and wondered if they were far more sensible than I was.
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			Next Shabbat, I asked my father to take me to temple at noon. That’s when the parashah is read. He looked up from his comfortable chair and tablet.

			“You’ve never asked to do that before. Why now?”

			“Well, I have to read the parashah every Shabbat throughout the year.”

			“I don’t understand. Is this homework or something you’re doing on your own?”

			“It’s a special project I’ve decided to take up, Dad.”

			He looked at me quizzically. “Do you want to hang out with your friends there?”

			“Yes, but that’s not the main thing at all. I have good reasons. It’s a personal quest.”

			“Well, an interest in our faith is a good thing. Do you want to walk over there? It’s pretty far.”

			“You’re right. It is far.”

			It was easy to find a parking spot. Dad and I entered the modern gray structure and took our seats. Rabbi Shmuel, two other rabbis, and a cantor stood near the Torah scrolls in their tallits and began the davening. It was of course the opening words of Genesis. Rabbi Shmuel saw me and gave me a brief look before returning to the sacred text. I waited with paper and pen in hand until the book was closed. This was what I had been waiting for.

			I closed my eyes and determined to think of a number. The first one that came to mind. One came in an instant, and I opened my eyes and wrote it down. That was it. But many more readings were ahead.
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			That night, I entered the number in a notebook I kept with a pile of books underneath my bed. I looked at the page with its single number. I lay in bed and felt a sense of accomplishment and looked forward to the year, but how could a number I thought of have cosmic meaning?

			That website had to be a scam that preyed on kids with a zeal for numbers.
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