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Darkness, too, is part of the Light,

for without it, we wouldn’t know what we’re meant to seek.

The pause between words is a pause in life.

Silence is the greatest messenger – it carries the loudest and most honest answers.

To feel more deeply.

To love more softly.

To believe beyond.

Everything happens for a reason.

Everything has its purpose.

Trusting in miracles is trust in oneself.

Grateful.

**
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Mariana and I had arranged to meet for coffee. The day was unusually calm. The sea breeze carried the freshness of lavender, jasmine, and salt onto the balcony. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky—just that strange shade of blue that only golden sunlight can cut through. The occasional cries of seagulls pierced the Sunday stillness, and now and then a car passed by. 

For a coastal town, the Sunday morning was strangley quiet, and this calmness was mirrored even by the clock, which didn’t follow the rhythm of my thoughts and seemed to lag behind with the numbers on the screen. 

On the table lay a lonely pile of paper, a few pens, a cup of coffee, and a glass of lemonade. Less than half a day had passed when I experienced a strange encounter—something I hadn’t dared to imagine—even in my wildest dreams—something that would change me forever. 

**
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In the main square, pilgrims were gathering for a special meeting of representatives from all the major religions in the country. Clusters of tourists followed guides holding red fabric flowers through the narrow streets. The square in front of the church was bustling with people—until the next moment, when they disappeared like waves, like the sea. Singing echoed through the square from within the church. The town had finally come to life, even on a Sunday. 

Three young girls were hurrying to the holy mass. The scene was rather unusual. All three had long hair. The blonde girl wore a loose, light-green cotton dress that fell to her knees and white sneakers. Her beautiful golden hair danced in the summer breeze, and her face was radiant. Glancing at her phone, she encouraged the other two girls to hurry. According to her watch, they weren’t too late—just the first reading. The two brunettes radiated teenage mischief, as if all the mental constraints of this world had melted away. 

At one point, the smallest of the three stopped, burst into laughter, and said, “Did we even look at ourselves before going to mass?” Then she carried on walking without a care. 

It was as if they needed a few seconds to process her remark; all three stopped, looked at each other, and then broke into loud laughter. 

“Look at her—her shirt is way too short. And those pants? Not high enough to cover her belly button,” said the shortest brunette, pointing at the other one. 

That girl had a lovely figure, clad in ripped jeans at the hems and a tight black crop top adorned with tiny red roses. “Look at yourself,” the second brunette retorted immediately. 

“You’re wearing my shirt. Sex Pistols and mass? Nice combo. You’re killing it, girl.” 

The smallest one, who also seemed to be the youngest, glanced down at herself. “Oh god, you’re right. I really can’t go in like this,” she said, her face suddenly serious. 

The blonde girl found the whole dialogue quite amusing and said with a cheerful smile, without thinking, “Just turn your shirt inside out.” 

The three of them exchanged glances and laughed again. The smallest one grabbed her shirt, pulled it off in one swift motion, and began flipping it inside out while walking. The other two were shocked by her impulsiveness, urging her to hurry up, as there were many priests and elderly people gathered around the church at that moment. When they were finally convinced they looked at least somewhat decent, they entered the house of holiness. 

A few priests had gathered outside the nave of the church, chatting in a pleasant atmosphere. I kept glancing toward the square away from the church, hoping to catch sight of my friend, but there was no sign of her. I took my phone from my backpack and checked again to see if she might have left me a message. There was none. I returned the phone to my backpack. 

The pigeons and seagulls perched proudly on the rooftops of the nearby buildings suddenly became restless and flew away. The children playing in the nearby park, scooping water with their hands from the fountain, became agitated—some burst into tears, as if a sudden, harsh force had touched them. In the corner of the square, a homeless man sitting in the shade began to laugh deeply. 

The church bells started to ring—and then it happened. In an instant, the world stood still. My whole life flashed before my eyes. Like a gentle breeze, scenes from birth to this moment danced before me—each all at once and one by one. Moments that had been special to me, yet I had forgotten them. I knew, in that moment, I had stopped in time. I wanted to break free from the grip of the unknown force that held me—so tightly it felt like a boulder was pressed against my body—forcing me to look at each scene individually, slowly, to analyze it, to feel it. 

Strangely, despite the sensation of being trapped, I also felt a curious lightness. In one moment, the force held me in place; in the next, it flung me against the wall of a building that housed a shop. 

I couldn’t feel my body. The air around me was thick with dust, and the silence in my ears was unbearable. Then, in the distance, came short high-pitched tones, followed by the rumbling of stones. The ground shook unevenly—now violently, now gently. 

After the first bang, two more followed. 

I squinted my eyes slightly. Visibility was zero. I don’t remember how much time passed before I came out of that strange trance. Dust still hung in the air around me and the square. Screams echoed in the distance. I heard sirens. A light wind carried curtains of particles, and the outline of the scene was eerie. 

Pain spread throughout my entire body. In disbelief and agony, I rolled onto my stomach, curled up, and with great effort pushed myself onto my hands and knees. I instinctively pressed my head to my chest and arched my back. 

Then I stood up. The sudden pressure in my head and dizziness made me stumble. I stopped. I extended my right hand in front of me and, sliding forward, moved until I felt something solid beneath my palm. With narrowed eyes, I realized I was touching a support column on the corner of the shop, now dangerously chipped by falling stones and concrete. 

A strange voice urged me to keep going. Despite the pain in my lower back, my legs carried me surprisingly well. I carefully avoided the rubble in my path and kept my right hand extended, searching for solid support. My left arm was motionless, pierced by a throbbing pain in the forearm. Some force guided me to the corner where two buildings met. On the right side, an old, small wooden door stood open. In my heart, I felt I had found a place of safety. I stepped over a broken table, turned my head over my right shoulder, and was horrified by the destruction. 

Desperate cries of pain and terror began echoing from the square. The skin on my neck bristled, my heartbeat quickened, and I threw myself through the small opening with force, slammed the door shut—and again, the earth shook. 

A wave of sound followed. 

The top of the adjoining building collapsed and sealed off the entrance to the place I had fled into. The air inside was suffocating. To the right, there had been wooden stairs just moments ago—now reduced to splinters. Across from the stairs was another stone passage, also collapsed. Opposite the door, a small opening let in the light of this strange day. Above the opening, a stone ledge jutted out. The space looked as if it had once served as a passage between buildings, like a kind of protective tower where people could escape to safety. 

Overcome by fear, horror, and pain, I collapsed. I don’t remember whether I fell asleep or drifted into another trance—though I knew my body had calmed, if only for a few moments. In my mind, I relived the events. The ringing in my ears slowly faded. At some point, not far from me, I heard a faint moaning. I opened my eyes. Through the small opening, light streamed in, casting a dusty curtain. I leaned forward and noticed a dark figure under the remains of the stairs. 

I pushed my body forward and crawled slowly on my knees toward the source of the sound. 

When I reached the first fragments of debris, I saw a man’s body beneath a pile of wood. Long black hair. A long black-and-grey beard. His figure was dressed in black. Around his neck hung a long golden chain. His eyes were half-closed. From the edge of his nose to the middle of his cheek, his right side was marked by a scar—some kind of burn. 

He extended his right hand toward me. Instinctively, I pulled back. He groaned again, louder this time. Then he began moving his lips. Cautiously and slowly, I leaned closer. 

“Help me, please,” he whispered, barely audible. 

I stared at him, wide-eyed, trying to compose my thoughts. Then I gave a short reply: “Yes.” 

When the tension in me subsided, I collapsed onto my backside. With my right hand, I slid the backpack off my shoulders. The pain in my left arm still hadn’t eased. I looked at the man, then at my arm. In my forearm, I saw a wound about five centimeters wide, with a shard of glass embedded in it. I pulled the backpack into my lap and searched inside for a shirt. 

Whenever I went on long walks, I always packed extra clothes, a snack, and water. I didn’t pay much attention to the other small things I stuffed into the backpack. 

That morning, for reasons unknown to me, I had grabbed my Swiss Army knife and pushed it to the bottom of the bag. I found it and used the blade to cut into the fabric of the shirt, tearing it lengthwise until I had a strip I could use as a bandage. I looked toward the man, gave a faint nod, and with my right hand, touched the glass and pulled it out in one swift motion. Blood spurted high. The burning sensation replaced the pain. It felt as if my hand had regained its function. Quickly and as tightly as I could, I wrapped the fabric around the wound. Blood slowly began to soak the cloth. Luckily, the glass hadn’t gone too deep. 

I leaned forward and took out my phone from the backpack. I turned it on. No signal. The battery ominously showed 30%. I swiped the screen and quickly entered the unlock code. I tapped the green call icon and dialed 112 and pressed “call.” Disappointment met me in the form of beeping: beep, beep, beep... then the line went dead. I dialed 112 again—beep, beep, beep... 

The man laughed. “They’ve cut all communications,” he said. 

My eyes were full of disbelief. I leaned toward him and jumped to my feet. The backpack with the shirt fell from my lap; I grabbed the phone and locked it with the side button. Shit. That word echoed in my head. I began shaking my head gently. Then louder, to myself, I repeated: Shit. 

I put the phone down and looked at the figure lying still beneath the pile of wood. Where his legs should have been, another arm dangled from beneath the debris—with a large gold ring on the ring finger, adorned with a crest at its center. I recoiled. The man saw my reaction and looked toward the spot I was staring at. 

In an instant, his eyes filled with tears. “No,” he groaned loudly. 

“Shhh. It’s going to be okay,” I said to him. 

I stepped over to the highest part of the wooden pile and began moving boards toward the right corner. The wood was severely damaged—the force had not spared it. Some pieces crumbled into smaller fragments. Then I hit a part of a beam. It was noticeably heavier and sturdier than the planks. I pulled it into my arms and held it like a large child. The man still lay motionless, tears streaming from his eyes. 

Time passed slowly for me, and I had the strange feeling the pile was growing rather than shrinking. Unfamiliar sounds began to echo from the square, but they didn’t distract me. In my mind, I wished I could move the whole pile with a single motion. I dug in harder, faster, worried another tremor might come. 

Then I hit another beam—bigger and heavier. I bent my knees slightly and realized I couldn’t lift it. I let it go and looked closer to see what was preventing me from moving it. I noticed a chunk of concrete wedged against it. The only way to shift the beam and reach the rest of the pile was to step onto the arm of the one lying motionless beneath it. In my mind, I searched for alternatives. I hesitated at the thought. But in the end, I knew—it was the only way. I leaned over the injured man. 

“Sir,” I whispered. He looked at me. His gaze was empty — a grayness in his eyes that radiated disbelief and pain. The kind of pain that cuts deep, sharp — the kind only time can mend, stitching the wound but leaving a scar behind. 

“Sir,” I repeated and leaned over him. 

“I’m sorry.” I paused. Deep inside, I could feel what he was feeling, though I couldn't begin to imagine the full weight of it. 

“Sir, I don’t know if you know the person lying above you, but if I want to free you from this pile, I have to step on their hand.” 

For a brief moment, our eyes met. I saw hesitation in his, but then he gave a slight nod. 

“Alright,” I said, more to myself than to him. 

I can do this, I told myself. I can. He’s gone — but this one is alive. I can. I must. 

Images of the scene started racing through my mind from another perspective. Doubt crept in. I hesitated. I looked around at the situation, scattered in thought, and finally made my decision. I looked again at where I could step, how I could lift the beam — just enough to create space. I grabbed it. The smell of old timber hit my nose, carrying the scent of rot — as if time had sunk into the wood. With my left foot, I stepped onto the hand, the right on a board, slightly apart. I bent my knees and with force lifted the beam, turned it to the right toward the wall — just enough to make some room. 

I had done it. 

I breathed out. 

Sweat was pouring down my body in streams. I felt every drop as it slid over my skin. I quickly stepped off the hand and, in my mind, apologized to someone whose name I didn’t know — and whose face I surely had never seen. The pile began to visibly shrink. The closer I got, the more boards I uncovered and stacked on a pile about three meters away, the tighter my chest felt. I started to realize I was about to see a body — still, lifeless. 

My breathing grew louder. My facial expression changed. I was no longer breathing through my mouth from exertion — now through my nose. My nostrils flared. My eyes lowered. My lips pressed together. 

I didn’t want anything to interrupt the silence I had chosen. I noticed the man watching me intently. I didn’t want to talk, nor moan, nor break the silence. 

Something unknown tightened in my chest. Thoughts came to me — that it could have just as easily been me lying there. In another version of this moment, I could have been the one pinned. 

I thought of loss. His loss. And strangely, I felt gratitude — even amid this chaos, the magnitude of which I could not yet fully comprehend. I lifted a board and recoiled slightly. Underneath lay the corpse. The head — severely injured — rested motionless on the man's stomach. Blood, now clotted, was matted in the hair. The left arm wrapped around the man’s waist, as if still protecting him. 

I removed the board and turned to the man. 

“I’m going to try to pull you out now. I think I can.” 

The beam I had shifted earlier now loomed dangerously above the body, threatening to collapse in this new position. I stepped toward the man, kicked away some remaining debris around his head to clear space, lifted his head gently, pressed it toward his chest, and grabbed him under the armpits. 

He was taller and heavier than me. Even with my strength and endurance, I knew this would be a struggle. 

I paused for a moment and said, “On three. One, two and three..,” and pulled. 

To my surprise, it wasn’t as hard as I’d feared. The moment his feet found traction, he began to slide, helping the movement. A groaning sound escaped his tightly pressed lips — something between pain and relief. I dragged him out from under the rubble of wood and stone. The beam slumped downward, locking even more tightly over the other man’s body. Dust rose again. I stumbled, tripping over a piece of wood. Still holding him, I fell with him pressed against my chest. 

A smile spread across my face. I could feel the muscles in his body relax — and he smiled too. 

“Are you alright” I asked. 

“I am,” he replied. 

I helped him move forward and crawled out from beneath him. 

“Great,” I said. 

Then I stood up and helped him lean against the nearby wall. I crouched beside him and dusted off his black clothes. 

“Are you in pain?” I asked. 

“My leg,” he said, pointing to his right leg. 

“May I?” I asked out of politeness, and in the same moment, rolled up the pant leg. 

The fabric was silky smooth and didn’t cling anywhere. It was dense and strong. In the lower part of his shin, the muscle was badly swollen, and a dark bruise had formed. He most likely had a fractured tibia. I gently lifted the leg and examined it. There was no open wound. 

“I think your shinbone is broken. It would be good to immobilize the leg.” 

He simply nodded. 

I stood up. The pain in my left arm began calling attention to itself again. Blood from the exertion was running down my arm, sticking to the sweat on my skin. For a moment, I was disoriented, then quickly went to the backpack, found the knife, pulled out the shirt, and tore it lengthwise again to get five additional strips. From the backpack I also took a bottle of water and a plastic bottle of mineral water. 

It’ll do for now, I thought. 

I didn’t want to bother with the rest of the backpack’s contents. I brought the cloth and water to the man and placed everything beside him. Then I started searching for suitable pieces of wood. I got lucky. I placed three pieces on my left arm, cradling the material like it was made from crystal. I stepped over to his leg, took the knife, and cut a section of his pants near the knee. Slowly and gently, I untied his shoe, slipped it off, and placed it beside me. I tried pulling the sock down lightly, but the pain was too much for him. From the knife’s compartment, I took out small scissors and cut the sock downward. I kept the part covering his toes to wrap them again after immobilizing the leg. I placed the strips under the wider wooden board. A torn piece of his pants went over the board, to protect his skin from splinters. I gently lifted his leg and slid the board beneath it. 

The man groaned. Every movement caused more pain. 

“I know. Just a little more,” I said. 

I padded the sides of the wider board with two thinner ones and tied all three together, keeping his leg in a stable position. I remembered that such an injury should be kept slightly elevated. From the pile of broken wood, I found a few solid, undamaged pieces to use as a support under his leg. 

When I was sure he was in a somewhat comfortable position, I took the water bottle and opened it. From the backpack, I pulled out a small towel. I moistened one corner and wiped his mouth. Then I placed my hand on his back, leaned him forward, and helped him take three deep gulps. 

I took two deep swallows myself. I have to admit, at that moment, the water felt like a gentle caress down my throat. I felt the rough surface finally moisten, and my mood shifted instantly. I closed the bottle and collapsed in fatigue beside him. 

He smiled and nodded at me. “Thank you.” 

I smiled back, offered my hand, and told him my name. 

He extended his right hand and replied, “Stefan. Nice to meet you.” 

I nodded, and he returned the handshake. “But that’s not your real name,” I noted. 

“No,” he smiled. “You wouldn’t be able to pronounce the real one,” he added. 

I nodded. 

It truly didn’t bother me that I didn’t know his real name — it had no weight for me. What mattered was what I saw in his eyes. And he was clearly grateful. 

The tension in my shoulders began to ease, and I let them drop slightly. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. For a moment, I forgot about the surroundings and the situation I was in. 

Questions started to rise in me: What happened? Why did it happen? How? 

Apparently, I must have dozed off, because at some point, I flinched — a full-body jolt. 

In an instant, an unknown force threw me upright again. I shook my head lightly and squinted my eyes. “Are you alright?” he asked. 

I nodded. 

“You know,” he continued, “everything happens for a reason — and nothing is by chance.” 

“Really,” I said with a sarcastic smile. “Everything happens for a reason.” I shook my head. 

He remained calm. He gently raised his hands, palms facing upward, holding them in the air.

“Everything has a reason,” he continued in a peaceful tone. 

Feeling uncomfortable, I bent my knees and rested my head on them. 

“Then please, tell me,” I said, “what’s the reason this happened?” “It’s more than obvious we weren’t caught in an earthquake or some kind of apocalypse. If anything, I’d say it was a targeted operation. I heard explosions. Not one, not two. If I counted correctly, at least four. Who would have a good reason for this? ” I asked angrily. 

“I didn’t say a good reason,” he corrected me. “I said a reason.” 

He was right. He had said a reason. 

“Alright then. And in your opinion, what’s the reason I’m here? Stefan? ” I said. “You had a gathering. I was here only because I had arranged to meet a friend for coffee. I had no idea I’d end up in the middle of this mess.” I replied with disbelief and a hint of anger in my voice. 

“There’s a reason for you being here too. And none of this is coincidence. You know that already,” he said. 

I had a feeling he was right, but I remained silent. 

“The more I think about it, the more it seems — and I’m not even surprised — that, considering where we’ve ended up in this world, everything’s gone to hell,” I said. “

And who do you think is to blame for that?” he asked. 

His words stirred a volcano of unspeakable emotions inside me. It felt like a mixture of unknown substances was running through my throat, flooding my bloodstream, swarming my mind, forcing my body to react. 

I shrugged, though my lips remained tightly sealed. He noticed my reaction. I stood up and walked to the door. I tried to open it. Nothing. Something from the outside had sealed it shut. 

Then I stepped toward the small opening and pressed my right eye to the crack. All I could see was a low wall from the adjacent building. 

Great. We’re trapped in here. Without much hope, I walked back to the backpack and picked up the phone again. I unlocked it and repeated the call attempt. Still nothing. No signal. 

“I’m not going to say stay calm,” he said gently with a small smile. His smile radiated compassion for what I was feeling. “You’re right — we had a gathering. Various faiths from this region. We wanted to come together and strengthen cooperation,” he said.

“Cooperation,” I muttered, raising an eyebrow. 

For some reason, I became suspicious. “Then tell me, please, how is it that you’re here, while the church is a good 50 or 100 meters away?” 

“I was with a few others in the bishop’s quarters. I wasn’t at the mass. We were in a meeting when everything happened,” he replied. 

“An attack,” I said, clenching my fists. 

“Please,” he said. 

“Don’t please me. It’s more than obvious — this was an attack,” I replied. 

My gut had never failed me before, and this time was no different. 

“Yes, maybe an attack. Or maybe not. You can’t know everything just off the top of your head,” he said. Then added, “If you think we knew about it, let me tell you — you’re wrong.” 

He paused. “At every such gathering, we’re briefed on basic security protocols, so yes — we have to take precautions ourselves.” Then he fell silent. 

“I don’t think silence is necessary here,” I said. “I don’t care about your secrets and closed meetings, your plans and how you make them.” I turned toward him and looked him straight in the eye. 
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