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**The Columbus Spacecraft**
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All those present on the launch platform bid farewell to the nine departing from Earth for the New Earth aboard the Columbus aircraft. It was to be a one-way journey with no return—not a suicidal mission, but a voyage of discovery, intertwined with an inner journey to explore the human self and uncover truths about our nature and our real world. Each carried a story, with a distinct beginning and a unique path to its end. One would offer sacrifices, another would revel in his disgraceful acts, and others would fulfill promises life once made to them in their early days.

Let us begin our journey into this fascinating world, where the boundary between imagination and reality begins to blur.

A woman appeared on the official screen—dignified in presence, beautiful, blonde, in her early thirties, with wide honey-colored eyes full of dreamy wonder, perfectly shaped lips, and a remarkably fair complexion. She was the chief commander of the vessel, the one who had conceived this mission and poured all her strength into bringing it to life. Her name was Whitney Houston. Then she said,

"O you nine, before fastening your seatbelts at the helm of launch, bid the sun of Earth farewell forever—or perhaps we shall become suns others will seek in the future. We are embarking on humanity’s greatest undertaking, one never completed by anyone before us. This vessel will travel at nearly one hundred times the speed of light once we leave Earth’s trajectory—a path free of barriers. Nine months of patience, and we shall reach the most beautiful goal humanity has ever pursued. Let us begin a new colonization journey. We will cross many galaxies to reach the Delta Cancri system, specifically the Beehive Cluster (Messier 44), where life has recently been discovered anew."

Seatbelts were fastened.

A moment of silence swept through the operations room of the launch platform. Then the shuttle launched.

This novel will unfold as a series of stories—each individual’s tale branching into two separate threads in time and space, contrasted with their former lives and the transformations that await. The first part of the novel will be interspersed with short dialogues aboard the ship.

Much of the content within this novel delves into philosophical and theological themes, interwoven with psychology, sociology, and select theories composed by the author, woven into narrative form for greater clarity.

Let us begin the narration.
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**The First Night After AIDS**
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It was the first day of the academic semester at the University of Massachusetts in Boston. New students had begun arriving to learn about their schedules and class placements. Seated in the first chair of the front row, far to the right, was Mr. Ai Su, a Chinese national. He appeared to be in his early forties, his face smooth and free of wrinkles, with a remarkably clear complexion and a broad, radiant expression. His build was impressive, his clothing immaculate, and his posture refined. From the very first day, he gave off an air of exceptional diligence.

As students filtered in—most of them arriving in familiar groups, bound by previous connections—Ai Su remained alone, without companions. A few nearby students exchanged whispers. One muttered, "Looks like the Chinese guy came in place of his son," while another smirked and guessed he must be going through a midlife crisis. Mr. Ai Su heard every word, but chose not to respond. Engaging in petty arguments was the last thing on his mind.

At the opposite end of the classroom, directly across from him, sat a Russian student named Yelena. Her beauty was quietly striking—her chestnut hair shimmering under the lights, and her cheeks naturally rosy with youth. Her attire hinted at a modest upbringing, perhaps lower-middle class. Fresh out of high school, she had enrolled in the College of Engineering after her mother saved tirelessly to send her only daughter to study in the United States.

Yet Yelena bore no signs of joy. Unlike her peers, she seemed burdened—reserved and distant, as though she were entering a life she had not chosen for herself.

Lectures came to an end, and class schedules were distributed. Eyes lingered on Yelena—not always innocently—but her silence and composed presence often outshone even her beauty. A full week passed, and barely a word escaped her lips.

Monday’s lectures—usually a bad mood for everyone—had ended.

As the students dispersed, Mr. Ai Su remained behind. He approached Yelena and greeted her politely in English. Then he added, "Don’t worry—you’ll get used to being away from home. As for friends, time will bring them."

Yelena looked at him and replied, "I’m ashamed of myself—and of my misfortune. It hurts me to think of my mother finding out."

Ai Su gently asked, "Is it the kind of misfortune you can talk to me about? Or even talk about here?"

Yelena immediately stood and left the classroom.

Ai Su looked down at the floor and said quietly, "If she couldn’t respect my words, I wish she had at least respected my age. Still, I am better than those who neither appreciated her nor understood her situation."

The day passed. The students returned, and the mockery continued behind Ai Su’s back. Some called him "the old man," while others joked he had Alzheimer’s and had mistakenly enrolled in college. Ai Su, however, was a man of philosophies. In moments of confrontation, he relied not on words, but on sharp, penetrating glances—if someone mocked him directly, he would fix his gaze on them, unblinking and unwavering, until the person grew visibly uncomfortable. After such encounters, they rarely dared to speak of him again.

Two days went by. Yelena didn’t show up. No one at the university was close enough to her to know where she’d gone. Ai Su wasn’t exactly worried, but he had a natural compulsion to mend what others left broken. He welcomed life’s hardships as challenges to be overcome. To him, that was the core of self-realization—the path to fulfilling one’s inner purpose. Yet here in Boston, without any acquaintances and surrounded by a generation far younger than his own, it was difficult—if not impossible—to adapt. The generational gap was stark. He was the one expected to yield, to compromise, as his dreams—born of another era—seemed irreconcilable with theirs in nearly every way.

What made Ai Su’s spirit so admirable was his unique lens on life. He always saw the world from an angle no one else noticed. His intellectual growth was continuous and elevated, unaffected by age. This way of thinking was the legacy of his grandfather—the swami—who had passed away a few years earlier, leaving Ai Su completely alone. Orphaned in a car accident during childhood, Ai Su had been raised solely by his grandfather. He absorbed his teachings, grew through them, and eventually mastered them—destined to become the next spiritual guide of their tribes, with the full approval of all.

Yelena, ever composed, returned to class after her absence. She sat as she always did—in the same posture, with the same distant expression—and remained that way until the lecture ended. The others left one by one. She stayed in place, silent, and even the lecturer refrained from questioning her absence, sensing a quiet shyness and heaviness that wrapped around her like a veil.

Ai Su pulled out a chair and sat directly across from her. Then, in a calm tone, with clear, deliberate words, he said, "All of humanity’s problems have simple and easy solutions. The answer lies right between your ears."

Yelena looked at him with a hint of condescension and said, "I don’t understand what you’re saying, but I know it’s philosophy."

"Philosophy is the essence of reality and the mother of truth. Listen to me, my daughter—"

She cut him off, "Call me Yelena. There’s no barrier between us. You’re the first person I’ve spoken to here in the United States with real intent."

"I meant your brain—what’s between your ears. If we were to see it, dry and outside the body, we’d be amazed by how strange it looks. But after deep and long reflection, we’d realize that we’re not the ones startled by it—it’s startled by itself. Do you understand? Between those two little ears lies a vast mind that can take us anywhere we desire. Every time we face life’s challenges, we can defeat them by using it."

"I appreciate your kind words, but I’m completely hopeless. I’d rather die than have my mother die from grief and shame."

"Don’t be sad. Everything has a solution. Tell me your problem, and we’ll find an answer. Just gather yourself."

Yelena stood and left the classroom without saying another word.

Ai Su watched her go and murmured, "Is the problem so severe that it turns my words into nonsense?"

He began gathering his books and said to himself, "I’ll follow her and solve her problem—whatever it is."

He went outside and searched, but she was nowhere to be found.

More than two days passed without her returning.

The harassment toward Ai Su began to ease from the students much younger than him, for several reasons. First, he never ignored any behavior directed at him by any student, whether to his face or in public. Second, he treated everyone with kindness.

The second day of absence had ended. Ai Su went to the university administration because he couldn’t find any address for Yelena anywhere. The administration informed him that if her absences increased during this semester, she would be automatically dismissed, with no assistance or leniency in the matter. Fortunately for Ai Su, Yelena had an address listed in the academic record—her only registered address—and she hadn’t shared it with anyone she studied with.

After obtaining permission from the college administration, Ai Su took the address, intending only to advise her and encourage her to return to her studies.

By then, evening had fallen. The Boston air was bitterly cold, and soon the rain began to fall.

He reached the building. It wasn’t a place where Russians typically lived—yet, according to the doorman, the only Russian resident was Yelena. She hadn’t left her apartment in two days, and not even a single meal had been delivered.

Concerned for her safety, Ai Su hurried to her floor and knocked on her door repeatedly. There was no answer. A deep unease began to grow in him—he even considered breaking the door down.

As he was about to push it open, the door suddenly creaked and opened.

Yelena stood there, her face pale with sorrow. Her room behind her was cloaked in darkness, heavy and silent. Ai Su could sense the depth of her grief.

"Why are you following me?" she asked. "I know your kind—men only love pleasure!"

"And why do you judge all men that way? What you’re talking about applies only to some, not all."

"Then come in."

Ai Su entered, his steps very slow and his posture filled with caution and readiness. The room was extremely dark, with no light at all, and gloom surrounded every corner.

He said to her, "Why did you close the windows? The cat won’t survive here."

He opened the windows, letting in a faint light from the street lamps, only to realize that she had removed the lighting fixtures from her room. The man truly began to grow suspicious—why had she removed the lights, and why live like this?

Then he asked her, "Why haven’t you eaten in two days? What’s wrong with you, girl? And why all this darkness? Are you performing rituals for Satan?"

She snapped, "And you think you’re going to save me?!"

"I’m not here to save you, but I can extend a hand—maybe offer some small kindness to bring a bit of comfort to your soul. Still, there’s a mystery about you. Everyone carries a vault of secrets inside their chest, but yours are crying for help through your eyes."

"I’m trying to die, but I don’t want it to be recorded as suicide. Even now, before doing it, I’m thinking about bribing someone to make sure it’s not labeled that way. If you kill me now, maybe that would be your way of helping."

"Why would I kill a girl in the prime of her life? A girl with no clear crime, no reason, no meaning behind such a request? That’s a vile thing to ask."

"It’s better for me to die than to go on living and see my mother’s heart break because of me," she whispered. "Let her mourn me over an uncontrollable tragedy like a car accident—better that than living with the knowledge that her daughter has AIDS."

Moscow – 3:00 PM, four months earlier

The beautiful Yelena came out of the bathroom and lay down on the bed next to that German man, proud of his well-toned muscles sculpted as if they were a three-dimensional drawing. Yelena began to move her finger across the man’s abdomen and then asked, "Do those hormones you inject into your bodies cause you any symptoms or health problems?"

"Not at all. I regularly cleanse my system. And by the way, I’m a doctor. I hadn’t been with any women for a long time, but after my wife left me, I lost all direction. Now and then, I just fool around."

"A doctor? Aren’t you looking for a new wife? I’m standing right in front of you."

"I think you’re still underage, aren’t you?"

"In two months, I’ll be eighteen."

"Don’t you have any family or parents looking after you? This path — seeking men in brothels — will destroy your life eventually."

She waved her thumb and index finger indifferently in front of his eyes.

"I have a mother who takes care of me and gives me what I need — but I like being greedy. My mom doesn’t know I work here sometimes, and I only do day shifts so she never finds out. I want money — lots of it. I love the feeling of walking around with a wallet stuffed full of cash. I have this deep, magnetic craving for money. I love feeling coins brushing against my palms. By the way, can you do me a favor?"

"What is it?"

"You’re a doctor. I’ve had a headache for three weeks now, along with this strange, intense fever that goes up and down. I take painkillers, but it never really goes away. I haven’t been to a hospital here in Moscow yet."

"Have you ever had migraines before?"

"I don’t know. I mean — no, I’ve never felt anything like this before."

"Any other symptoms?"

"I’ve had throat pain along with the headache, constant fatigue, and lately I’ve started losing weight really fast."

"There’s a paper taped to the door that says all your tests are clean — and it’s dated recently."

"It also says that I’m twenty-two years old — all lies. Do you believe people who work in brothels?!"

Johann sat upright, then suddenly stood and began dressing in haste. His movements were sharp, his breathing shallow.

"How long have you been doing this?"

"For the past six months. Sporadically — not every day."

"Do they all use protection?"

"When I first started, I didn’t care. But about two weeks ago, I started being more careful. So before that — sometimes they did, sometimes not."

Johann slipped on his glasses with trembling hands, then struggled to tie his shoes. His legs shook.

"Wait — what’s going on? Why are you acting like this?"

He pulled on his suit and muttered, "I used protection today, but now my head is flooded with paranoia — damn you... and damn my wife!"

He stormed out of the room.

Yelena ran after him, grabbing his arm. "What’s wrong with you?"

"I’m terrified! I’m still in my mid-thirties — I have a daughter. Damn you! Just the thought of it is killing me!"

"You’re talking like a madman. What’s going on?"

"Go get tested for infectious diseases, you fool! Thank God I always use protection, but I’m still on edge. It could’ve still gotten through. Go get tested — you might have HIV. Haven’t you considered that the symptoms you’re showing could mean your body’s already infected?"

At that very moment, Yelena remembered her mother — only her mother — because her mother worked all day so that her daughter could become an engineer in the future, not a sick prostitute. A mother raises her child for many long years, only to discover that her daughter’s lifespan doesn’t even equal a third of hers — all because of a few reckless moments.

Just a few hours later, Yelena arrived at a clinic specializing in infectious disease testing. The lab promised strict confidentiality. Results would be sent by email — no one else would know. No one but her. Yet the truth, once received, would burn as bitterly as if the whole world knew.

The test was completed at 8:00 PM. Results were expected in two hours.

She sat in silence before the screen.

Time refused to move.

"Two hours... and I see them as decades."

Zinova knocked gently on her daughter’s door. Yelena opened it.

"Would you like some dinner?"

"No, Mom. I’m just feeling tired. I’d rather sit in front of the computer for a bit before bed."

"A bit of soup would be good for you, sweetheart."

"Thank you, but I don’t want any food tonight. I think I overate at lunch."

"Alright then, my dear. If you need anything, I’ll be asleep. Just knock, and I’ll get up to cook you whatever you want."

"It’s okay, Mom. Don’t trouble yourself."

Zinova closes the door.

Yelena looks at the watch on her wrist and says to herself, "I considered my conversation with my mother long, even though it lasted only one minute. How pitiful you are, Mother — saving up some money just so I can finish my studies in America. How deeply shameful. Why did I make such poor decisions in my life? Damn some of the luxuries I’ve realized today are worth absolutely nothing."

Two hours passed. The cursed email arrived.

"Everything the German doctor said turned out to be true. I’m not the first — but how did I become one of them? How did this disease — something I never imagined would find me — enter my body? The first few minutes of reading the report were paralyzing. I scanned every letter, every number, but none of it made sense. My jaw clenched and spasmed. My mouth was dry. Just silence. What now? Is this the end? Do I have just a few years left? And me — I’m her only daughter. My father left before I was born. Disappeared the moment he knew my mother was pregnant. She gave up her whole life for me — everything — so I could become an engineer. And what did I become instead?"

A prostitute!

Damn time. Damn the moment I chose this path. What should I do? It feels like the sky has fallen on me. Like a mountain crushing my chest — if only it really had."

She reread the results — still the same.

"Maybe they made a mistake," she muttered.

Then she whispered, "No... the signs were there. The doctor told me."

"There’s no escape, my dear — death is surely coming, but it’s better to die in a dignified way, not like this! Damn it... if only my mother had given birth to another daughter. Someone to carry what I failed to hold."

Tears poured freely. Yelena stepped out of her room, walked softly to her mother’s door, and opened it slightly. Her mother was fast asleep, breathing peacefully. She closed the door and sat against it, her face soaked with tears.

"There’s no escape, no salvation — it’s the end, but how can I fix the picture? I’ll barely reach eighteen... should I kill myself and erase the shame with suicide?! But it would kill her too. If I go abroad, they’ll test me for the scholarship, and they’ll tell her. She’ll know. There’s no way to hide it. I’m not even thinking about treatment. What treatment? There’s no cure. The only answer is to erase myself — quietly, completely. In a way she might be able to accept. And should I break her heart by not going to America to study? Damn it — my mother provided me with every comfort, yet humans are greedy by nature, greedy for what others possess. Now reap what you’ve sown, Yelena, bear the consequences of your sins. The truth is bitter, and reality is poison in my mouth. My name — as a prostitute — should not be tied to my body or to the known name Yelena, but rather to the filthy, greedy soul within me. That soul is what defiled the body and turned my name into something dark, filled with disgrace and humiliation. Was I created like this — only to fulfill this? What have I reaped? A bitter harvest, one that cannot even be touched. I wish I were alone, but my affliction is greater with my mother’s presence. The poor woman will die before the first symptoms of the illness even reach me. I will follow her — out of sorrow for her. That poor soul only wants me to finish the burdens of high school because she piled up so much of her savings — savings that should have brought joy to her — yet she saved them only so that I could complete my education."

Moments passed.

Then came a haze of delirium. "Was this a test from heaven? A final trial to humble me — so I’d test again and find the first results were wrong?"

"No... I’m lying to myself. The soul is trying to comfort the body. But it’s the soul that betrayed this fragile body. I’m unwell in every sense. There’s no way out. Would secrecy help? Maybe they’ll find a cure. But I should begin treatment just to keep myself stable. Imagine, Yelena — what if there’s never a cure? That means waiting forever for a miracle that won’t come. I don’t want my mother to die, but I’d rather she pass away than learn her daughter’s blood is poisoned — and that poison came from minutes of meaningless pleasure, for a few bills I didn’t even enjoy. Is this injustice? No — it wasn’t done to me. I did it to myself. So what’s the cure? I won’t be able to control myself in the coming days. My body can’t handle a shock like this. How strange you are, Yelena. Yesterday, dancing on the bar. Today, crying over that dance. And all of it... before turning eighteen. What have I done with my life to deserve this fall? So many women are prostitutes — why me? Of course the disease found you. You weren’t in need. Others do it for survival. But you? Your mother sleeps peacefully so she can wake early and go to work. Soon she’ll proudly say she raised her daughter alone — and now it’s time to send her to America to become an architect. I’m diligent in school, but utterly foolish in life. How could I fall in mere minutes without warning? Why me — and not the others? Why do I get sick while they walk away untouched? Where is the justice between someone who strayed for days and another who’s been lost for years? The punishment falls on me, not on them. Shouldn’t it fall on all of us — or none at all? I’ll punish them. Yes, I’ll punish them all. Either everyone gets sick, or I get cured. Starting tomorrow, I’ll be more reckless than ever. I’ll sleep with anyone — any type. I’ll make them swallow the same poison I did. Damn them. Damn them all. And damn my father — the coward who betrayed my mother and vanished without reason. Did he run from her, or from the responsibility of raising me once she got pregnant?"

She stood and walked to her room. With her back turned, she muttered, "Why should I pass this illness to anyone?"

Then she paused, facing the door, and said louder, "No — everyone should feel this pain I carry! No, not just feel it... live it. Only then will the world feel just."

She entered her room, lay back on her bed, and stared at the fan spinning on the ceiling.

"What about my poor mother? The happiest year of her life will become the most miserable. She might fall into depression. She might suffer a stroke — all because of me. And now, she sings to the neighbors with pride: ‘My daughter will finish school this year, and I’ll make sure she studies in the best universities.’ She’s stacking kopecks, one by one, for my future. For years, she’s saved — just to see me shine. And the moment I grew up — before I even took my first step toward life — I shattered her heart. I can’t do it. I won’t infect anyone. Maybe... maybe God will have mercy and save me from this illness. But if I spread it intentionally, that would make me truly vile. The punishment will come faster, and I’ll deserve it. I might get caught — it could be considered a crime. I’d be arrested. Then my mother would find out. And that would destroy her. First... I need to quit this job. The job I never even needed. Next, I’ll stay silent. I won’t tell a soul. I’ll bury this sorrow in my chest. I won’t report it to the Ministry of Health. I’ll remain invisible. Maybe I’ll die under a car one day — and no one will know that death was, for me, a form of relief. I must wait. Wait to see what the days are hiding."

––––––––
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The four months passed — barely passed. Yelena managed to keep everything hidden from her mother. All the study-abroad procedures were completed. She secretly forged a medical test result with the help of a lab technician — for a cheap price.

Before departure,

Zinova said to her daughter, "I wish you a successful journey — and more than that, I hope you come back with a boyfriend from America. I’d be so proud if you found a lover, my dear."

As Yelena’s tears streamed down her cheeks, the weight on her shoulders grew heavier. But she had already decided: she would find a way to end everything quietly, with a conclusion that seemed natural — something others could accept as fate.

Then Zinova wiped her daughter’s tears and said, "It’s okay, our reunion is near, my daughter. Drink plenty of water and warm milk, eat your food well, and I hope to see your exam grades among the highest. I can’t travel with you because of work reasons, but I’ll do my best to be there for your graduation ceremony." Then she winked at her and added, "Or maybe at your wedding."

Yelena said to herself, "Goodbye, Mother. This is our last meeting, and I don’t think I’ll ever become what you hoped I would. Goodbye... I wish the plane crashes into the sea — and the sharks devour us."

––––––––
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Ai Su looked at her and said, "You have AIDS. Is that why you’ve lost hope in living now? It seems the psychological effects of the disease are overwhelming — even stronger than the immune deficiency itself. So why suicide then? Why go toward death at all? Why not make it a challenge against death? True, it was transmitted to you through physical contact, and that’s why you feel a sense of ugliness!"

"Yes, through sex. There was no mistake, no contaminated needle. No medical explanation or excuse."

"Was it companionship, or was it business?"

"I don’t know why this feels like an interrogation, but it wasn’t companionship."

A terrible flaw in the element of nature is when humiliation becomes mixed with the face of a woman.

"What can I do now? What’s done is done. These are the consequences. There’s no cure — so the only answer is death!"

But there is hope, and as long as the sun rises each day, life goes on — and its struggle only grows stronger. "Dreams never come true through sleep."

"You say that because you’re not the one carrying the virus. I could die from a simple cold. And then news will reach my mother in Moscow. She’ll die of heartbreak, and her life will end because of my stupidity. My life has become completely meaningless."

Then she pulled out a cigarette and began to light it, but Ai Su took it from her hand and said, "Life has no meaning like this — in darkness and smoke. Life is far more noble than to be lived this way. Let go of this slow death."

She raised her hands in frustration. "Then what? What can I do? Or what are you going to do for me?"

"I have knowledge."

"Can your knowledge rewrite the script of fate?"

"No. But it can awaken parts of your mind you’ve never used."

"I don’t like riddles. What do you mean by that? I’ve had AIDS for over four months. I’ve started antiretrovirals. I’ve started contemplating suicide. And now you’re talking about brain functions?"

Ai Su placed his bent index finger against the right side of his head, near his brain, and said, "The whole game is right here, Madam. This mighty force can make you a remarkable woman, and it can also make you a foolish one — and the choice is yours. You alone choose the path. The universe was once directed for us, and now we, as humans, direct it ourselves. I don’t invest in real estate — I invest in a piece that exists inside my head, called the brain."

"It’s hard for me to fully understand what you’re saying. But I can feel your words speaking to something deeper in me. I see strength in you — and reason. But it’s not easy to fight what’s already inside me."

"The only hard thing is not to act. As for saying ‘no’ — that’s the easiest and shortest option, but at the same time, you lose your life, and your mother loses hers out of heartbreak. Is that fair, my dear? No — so why not try? Keep in mind that the idea of death being near must be killed, and that the patient must reject the notion of driving the soul out of the body."

"My grandfather, Swami Li Wai, used to say: the brain governs every atom in the body. Every action begins in the brain. What if I told you that beauty, energy, reflexes, emotions — even the way people see you — all of it is controlled by the brain? Would you believe me?"

She was silent.

"Probably not."

"Look at people — young or old, able or disabled, male or female — they all share one thing in common: the brain. Its shape is identical in every human being. If you observe the first moment of life — the sperm — you’ll see it has a head and a tail. The head becomes the brain, and the tail becomes the spine. That form is the same for everyone. That sperm is, in essence, the brain itself, later wrapped in flesh, face, blood, and nerves. So at our core, we are one. Only our outer forms differ."

"Now, let’s return to the central idea — how can this be a cure, my dear? There are entire regions of the brain we’ve never activated — due to laziness, routine, social conditioning, and the influences we absorb from friends, partners, and culture. External motivators often pile up and weigh us down, making it harder to awaken those dormant parts. But let me tell you this — whoever lives alongside a great man like my grandfather inevitably becomes draped in greatness as well. Tomorrow, I’ll take a plane to Tibet, and I’ll search for anything that might help you activate the immune points or revive them once more, so we can breathe life into them again — so that you may live a new life and rise once more."

Ai Su then rose from his seat.

Yelena grabbed his hand, eyes filled with tears. Her mouth trembled, but no words escaped. She tried to speak, but her lips only quivered in silence.

Ai Su gently held her hand and said, "If you’re trying to ask what I want in return, know this: nothing. I seek no thanks, no recognition. This is our path. These are our teachings. This is how I was raised."
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**Zoe's Prophecies**
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Zoe wakes up at exactly five in the morning to begin her day. At first glance, her early rising might seem like a sign of overactive energy—but she struggles to stay awake until eleven a.m., eats a meal, rests her head, and her day ends by midmorning.

There must be something wrong—perhaps an illness or a health condition that has gone unchecked, or perhaps she simply stopped caring after many desperate visits to countless clinics. She has been this way since early childhood.

She remained in that state until her eyes became very wide, and with the blue color of her irises, they turned into shining blue pearls set against the radiance of her bright white face. She was stunningly beautiful — her nose small and perfectly suited to the elegance of her features, her hair blonde, and her arched eyebrows expressive, revealing so much of her facial language when speaking with her.

But the strange part wasn’t her sleep—it was her dreams. Zoe sees what others cannot—she sees the future exactly as it is, complete with sensations, emotions, and real people moving through time as events unfold.

Her dreams began early today; the scenes moved quickly and were astonishing.

The button had been pressed—everything spiraled out of control.

From her view of the scene, it became clear that it was the 2050s of the strangest century of humanity — the twenty-first century. After careful contemplation, she realized that this short period of time was referred to as "Bloody October."

The early morning began as a dark night. For the first time, the sun's disc appeared useless — like a decorative circle hanging in the sky, now filled with rising fumes. Smoke engulfed vast stretches of planet Earth. Zoe’s presence was not confined to a single region; her dreams dragged her across various territories, each in its own hour according to unfolding events. It seemed that all of Western Europe was melting in flames — coastlines had turned into the very edges of hell. Parts of North Africa were drowning beneath the rising sea levels, and that rise had submerged vast areas of the continents.

We once heard of the "new Earth" discovered five centuries ago—

Yet it seems that even birds can no longer migrate there today.

Damn it!

What happened to the Earth that God entrusted to humankind—to build and cultivate? What is all this destruction for? Why do you build with such force, only to demolish with even greater cruelty? Have you ever stopped to ask yourself who it is you’re trying to punish? If you look closely, you’ll see you’re taking revenge on no one but yourself. Do you think scattering death in all directions will grant you power? And then what? Who will be left to submit to your authority?

Zoe wakes up to find it’s five in the morning. She remembers she has a meeting at nine o’clock at her office in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs under the French government. She rises from her bed — because snoozing would mean being absent from work.

She greeted her colleague Juliana at the office and leaned in to whisper, "Did anyone find out about yesterday?"

"No." Then she looked at her and said, "Until when? Are you going to die like this? You’re twenty-seven now. Responsibilities grow heavier with age. Will you sleep through yours and rely on others? Not everyone will support you. I know your mind grasps enormous ideas and never forgets — but life doesn’t work that way. Find yourself a new doctor, or cooperate with yourself to organize your life."

"What can I do, my dear? I’m organized in every way. The hardest thing to fight is sleep—it’s even harder than death, because it comes every day. And besides, I’m still young. The best years of life begin in your thirties. Can’t we just wait a little longer?"

"Excuse me? Who’s organized? Take care of your body—it hasn’t seen proper food in weeks. You’re beautiful, and yet you have no close companion."

"What would I do without you?"

"Thanks, but no one’s going to keep covering for you. And don’t forget—we’re both nominated to join the Security Council delegation. Just show a bit of commitment. The bonuses will be great—just think about that."

"I promise I’ll commit, but just after today’s meeting. Just today—help me out."

"Only today. Only because we’ve known each other since we were kids. But I know your promises, my dear."

Zoe held out until noon, then started to fade quickly. She was starving, but sleep came first—hunger was forgotten. The battle began swiftly, and she sank deep into sleep.

Suddenly, she saw a massive crowd of Chinese people. Among them stood one of their own, towering—at least twice the size of an average person, with a strange and extraordinary physique. His voice was thunderous, echoing across the sky, pulling every ear toward him.

She asked herself, "What have the Chinese done to produce such a new kind of human?" She couldn’t understand his words, but the people were fired up—furious. Some held axes, others shovels and sticks, and some carried rifles.

What is their intent?! I wish I had learned Chinese—just to understand this moment!

Suddenly, a flash of light—and now she’s in the beautiful Indian subcontinent. Corpses were scattered everywhere, unburied. Rats roamed every corner, their size now the size of newborn cats. You’re not supposed to smell in dreams—but she felt she was suffocating from the stench that filled the air. The atmosphere was hazy—it must’ve been early morning. She thought, "There’s not a single living human left here. This land has become uninhabitable for decades. Perhaps it had fallen under the rule of a new breed of rodents that had overrun it entirely."

Zoe felt a pounding headache—the smell truly unbearable. Pain centered in her skull. Nausea. Then, two winged beings appeared descending from the sky and carried her into the clouds. She was in a daze, her mind barely able to process what was happening, when suddenly she found herself in a strange place.

It was a beautiful, dark night. Light snow fell gently. The place was visually soothing, a welcome relief from the chaos before.

"Where am I? Why aren’t you answering me like you usually do? Where am I? Why is the air here so pure, and why is this place so full of familiarity and happiness? I know that the chaos I saw before, and the crowds I witnessed—it was all happening at the same time."

The night passed quickly, the clouds cleared, and the sun rose over that place. Its rays were more radiant than ever, and its golden beams descended with a beauty she had never seen before. Then she understood—this is peace after devastation.

Where am I, really?

Zoe woke up at nine in the morning, while Juliana was calling her for the twentieth time with no answer. Barely gathering herself, she called back.

"Why are you calling me like this? Did someone die?"

"Do you know what time it is?"

"Looks like it’s nine in the morning."

"And you didn’t come to work? I’m sick of this."

"Cover for me today too—I really need some sleep."

Juliana hung up.

Zoe got up, brushed her teeth, and sat on the toilet, thinking, "Everyone urinates when they wake up, but not me—why is that? Is this even a question worth asking? Must be dehydration."

She arrived at the office and found Juliana already managing and completing every task. Zoe leaned over, kissed her on the forehead, and handed her a bouquet of red roses.

"I don’t want thankful kisses, and I don’t want flowers from you — I just want your cooperation. You’re my old friend, and I know you’re suffering from some illness, but I don’t see the problem in consulting a new doctor. Will you regret it? What if they find out you’re skipping work every day just to go sleep? What will you do then? How will you live without a job? Look at your life, my dear — more than three-quarters of it has passed in sleep. You have no friends, no husband. Life will only get harder for you in the future."

Zoe raised a small clinic card between her fingers.

"His name is Dr. Baladev. Indian. Lives here in Paris. I’m going to see him today. I’ll push through today to earn my reward tomorrow—and tomorrow is the weekend. That reward will be sleep. Just sleep. Will you help me stay awake today?"

"Of course. If this works, I might finally get a break too. But... what’s his specialty?"

"Ancient Indian healing. I’ve seen every specialist in Paris—no one could figure out what’s wrong with me."

"And this? Is it therapy? What exactly is he offering?"

Zoe, yawning, said, "I’ve run out of patience with pills and medication — we’re now on a new path, with a new kind of treatment."

5:30 PM. Paris time.

The clinic was completely empty!

Not even a person to manage appointments!

No one at the old landline phone — not even a receptionist.

Juliana spoke sarcastically to her colleague, saying, "Good thing you didn’t think about booking an appointment in advance here. Come at any hour and you’ll find it just the same. It’s a good thing the apartment number was written on the card, otherwise we wouldn’t have found it — there’s not even a sign outside!"

A man rushed in from outside, appearing to be in his early forties, with distinctly Indian features. He wasn’t dressed formally, but instead wore traditional Indian attire — a white dhoti kurta with grass-green trim along the edges. Around his neck was a loosely wrapped shawl, light green in color and patterned with white designs. He didn’t seem sociable; rather, he appeared anxious and tense, clearly in a hurry. In his left hand, he carried a string holding two fish in cheap, transparent plastic bags that revealed their contents. Each fish was roughly twice the size of his palm. Then, with difficulty, he said to them in French, "Please, come in."

They entered the doctor’s room and sat down, but no one came in. Then Juliana said sarcastically, "So this is what you call treatment, huh? He thinks we’re in a fish market. Someone should report him — this is a clinic, and we’re from a developed country. You don’t bring fish into clinics; there’s a risk of triggering allergies, not to mention how terrible it looks. And that outfit of his? He looks like he’s about to step onto a theater stage, not into a medical clinic. Who hired this guy as a receptionist anyway?"

A short while later, the same man entered, now wearing a doctor’s coat, and sat down nervously in his chair. He clearly lacked self-confidence for some reason. Normally, a doctor’s office is decorated in a way that soothes the patient’s mood, but this one was completely bare! Just a chair and a table — and even the table resembled a dining table rather than a desk, with no drawers!

There were no medical tools on it except for a stethoscope and a blood pressure monitor!

Not even a single certificate was hung on the walls for the doctor to take pride in!

Juliana whispers into Zoe’s ear and says, "It’s the same man — the fisherman. I don’t think he knows anything about medicine. And I doubt the health authority has ever been here — otherwise, his fine would’ve had several zeros!"

Dr. Baladev appeared puzzled as he stared into Zoe’s beautiful eyes, clearly daydreaming as he gazed at them. Everyone in the office remained silent for a moment.

Juliana raised her hand. "Can you hear us?"

He suddenly snapped out of his trance. His demeanor shifted instantly—he now appeared composed and dignified, speaking fluent French.

"Is the problem with your eyes?"

Then he quickly added, "No. There’s no problem with the eyes. The problem lies deep within them."

Zoe replied, "You’re right about that."

"You seem to spend a great deal of time sleeping. What’s your daily average?"

"Many hours—at least half the day, sometimes more."

"Every day?!"

"Yes, and sometimes even more than that."

The doctor began muttering to himself in low, indistinct tones. He set the pen on the table, lifted his head, and said, "Your path to healing is surprisingly simple."

He turned to Juliana. "Please stand off to the side."

He placed a chair in the center of the room and gestured for Zoe to sit.

"Close your eyes."

Zoe obeyed, and Juliana stood aside, watching closely.

He pulled out a small, old-fashioned recorder from his jacket pocket, clearly from a past era. He tried to play it, but it didn’t work at first. Then he removed the cassette tape, blew into it several times, and finally, the sound came on. It was the voice of a group of people speaking something close to poetry in Hindi — organized and rhythmic, though not melodic. The lead poet was speaking at the front, and the others echoed his words behind him in that unharmonized chant.

He began imitating the recording in perfect sync, circling Zoe slowly while chanting. Her eyes remained shut. A faint smile flickered on her lips—one she tried to suppress.

Juliana watched the strange scene, clinging to a shred of hope, though her face showed clear irritation.

After several rotations, he stopped behind Zoe. He brought his hands close to the back of her head, increasing the rhythm of his chanting. Suddenly, he blew rapidly, took a deep inhale, and exhaled one long, steady breath.

Then he collapsed to the floor, drained. He stayed there for a moment, breathing deeply, then slowly rose to his feet.

He clapped his hands three times, turned off the recorder, and said, "We’re done."

Zoe opened her eyes, unfazed, and stared at him sharply, her expression saying, You’re playing us.

"How much do you want?"

He looked at her with a smile and said, "I won’t take a single cent from you. If you feel there’s any benefit, you can return to me any time and reward me then."

Juliana replied, "Good thing you didn’t ask for anything," then added sarcastically, "We promise to come back with a bag full of gold."

Zoe stood up and whispered in her friend’s ear, "From his nonsense, I’m feeling numbness in my legs."

Juliana pulled her away, saying, "Come with me before he asks for money for this mockery."

Zoe returned home at 7 PM. She quickly changed her clothes, put on her sleeping mask, and it seemed like the weekend had already ended early for her. Then she fell asleep.

Exactly fifteen minutes later, Zoe woke up. She removed the mask from her eyes, thinking she had slept for a very long time. She appeared unusually energetic. Looking at the clock, she assumed it was 7:15 PM the next day.

Juliana came to mind—Zoe had no other friends since she and Juliana grew up together in an orphanage, and she had never tried to expand her social circle. She called Juliana, who picked up immediately and said, "Looks like you remembered something. What did you forget?"

"I think I’m going to seize what’s left of tonight and spend the rest of the weekend with you."

"Seems like you’re trying to mock me just like that arrogant man at the clinic did today."

Zoe looked at her phone and said, "Wait a minute, something strange is happening."

"What do you mean?"

Zoe stared at her phone. "It’s still the same day... and I’ve only slept for fifteen minutes! I thought Friday was over and that I had slept through a full day!"

Juliana tried calling her friend several times, then hung up to redial again. Zoe finally answered the call, saying, "Something strange just happened to me, and I want you to come to my apartment right now!"

Juliana arrived at the apartment, while Zoe’s thoughts were still scattered. The situation was strange — nothing like this had ever happened to her before. But once Juliana arrived, she reassured her and said, "My dear, it’s impossible that that fraud actually provided treatment. Believe me, it’s just a passing phase — you’ll sleep it off in the next couple of days."

Zoe smiled and said, "We mocked him, but maybe he was right. Anyway, tonight will prove whether his cure was just a myth or something truly amazing. Come on now, let’s go out somewhere, maybe to a restaurant—I’m starving."

When they reached the restaurant, Zoe ordered her favorite pasta dish, which she usually only ate half of, always leaving the rest. Zoe was extremely thin, so much so that she relied on supplements to compensate for the nutrients her body lacked from food. But tonight, Zoe ordered a third plate of pasta—and still seemed hungry.

Juliana looked at her and said, "What’s wrong with you now? That’s your food for two weeks, usually! And this is pasta — we shouldn’t be devouring it so greedily. It’s not even a healthy meal."

Zoe replied, "Let’s go party! The night is young and I still have a full day to make up for."

She drank with reckless abandon and danced like never before, while Juliana barely sipped her drink—because her friend had clearly changed since they left the house. Eventually, Juliana had to drag her home as Zoe mumbled incoherently about her usual dreams: the penultimate war, China overtaking the world, and the collapse of the cosmic order.

She began mumbling in a state of extreme intoxication. Juliana recalled Zoe’s childhood — how they had lived together in an orphanage in the heart of Paris. Even back then, whenever Zoe spoke of certain things to the other children, those things always came true. She remembered clearly when Zoe was ten years old, and their teacher, Zory, was giving a lesson while Zoe slept on her desk. When Zory tried to wake her, Zoe grabbed her teacher’s hand and, with tears streaming from her eyes, said, "Goodbye, dearest of my teachers. I won’t see you again. I hope we loved each other dearly in this life."

Zory responded, "Don’t sleep — pay attention to the lesson."

That very day, Zory died in a car accident.

The students became afraid of Zoe, and some started avoiding her — except for me. I stayed by her side, and never again did I see such moments from her after that incident. I believe she sees things in her dreams, but she grew afraid after that day.

Now, she was rambling about a "penultimate war" and the Chinese conquering the entire planet—and Juliana couldn’t understand any of it. She laid Zoe on the bed and stayed close, knowing her friend wasn’t actually asleep. She was just heavily drunk. Juliana fell asleep on the couch and woke up the next morning to the sound of Zoe in the shower. Zoe came out shortly after and said, "That Indian doctor changed my whole behavior in just a few minutes—behaviors that had stuck with me since childhood until yesterday. What did he do, I wonder?"

"I’m going to rest a bit now. When I wake up, let’s go to his clinic."

Juliana replied, "It’s a holiday, there’s no way we can see him today. But we’ll try on Monday!"

That day passed, and Zoe barely slept—but her energy surged inexplicably. She worked with newfound vigor and enthusiasm, socializing with ease—something entirely unfamiliar to her. A constant thrill pulsed within her, and her appetite had grown noticeably.

When Monday’s workday ended, she and Juliana rushed to the Indian doctor’s clinic, only to find it closed. The building’s doorman claimed he didn’t know where the doctor lived and mentioned the man kept no fixed hours or consistent presence. Still, he took their phone numbers and promised to call if the doctor returned.

Zoe turned to her friend. "Let’s get something to eat."

Juliana looked at her. "You really have changed—but we’re not going drinking tonight."

"And why not, darling?"

"So we don’t upset the Chinese and trigger their global takeover," Juliana replied sarcastically.

Zoe stopped.

"Yes, I’m not joking — you’ve told me so many things. Just last night, I spent hours searching the internet, trying to understand why you’re thinking about these future events, but I couldn’t find anything. Still, I have a point of view, and I’ll share it with you — but first, you have to tell me your prophecies!"

Zoe smirked. "Since when am I Nostradamus?"

"Maybe Nostradamus was right about some things, but believe me — you’ll surpass him if you start developing that gift. I remember once you woke up in the middle of the night screaming ‘San Francisco’ several times. I woke you up, and back then I was too young to understand what you were saying. Later, I found out it was a city in California."

"I forget many of my dreams — I don’t even remember that incident."

"Maybe you live in an apartment where crimes happened—or brutal wars took place last century. Maybe a victim’s spirit is playing with you, my beauty."

"Why just me?" Zoe chuckled. "There are neighbors of all sorts in the building."

At the restaurant, Zoe ordered numerous dishes.

Juliana warned, "Don’t eat too much—you might forget the future-past."

"How so?"

"I’m not sure, but we need to see that honest fraud again — I believe there are other stories hidden behind that one."

"What do you mean?"

"Have you ever told anyone about your strange stories? Does anyone else know your dreams? Have you shared this with anyone before?"

"I don’t think so. You know very well I don’t see anyone except you."

"Oh, mermaid of the twenty-first century! Maybe you’ve chatted with someone on Facebook or some other app."

"My Facebook and Twitter accounts are solely for human rights advocacy. I barely check them once a week. I don’t recall ever speaking to anyone about my dreams. But tell me—how do you see it? That I can witness distant events and comprehend them before they happen?"

Juliana tilted her head. "That’s not fair, my lovely. Don’t bargain with me like that. And don’t forget—I’ve been covering for your work duties nearly every day for the past six years. Let me in on what you see—don’t be selfish!"

"I dream while half-conscious," Zoe began, "but the truth is, I’m neither in a dream nor in reality. It’s as if my body travels, but I’m immune to the harm around me. I feel everything through my senses while asleep, yet I can’t fully understand the state I’m in. I arrive at the scene of the event as if I must be there, but I’m unable to change anything in the future. I don’t know why or how. I forget most of it, but some pieces stay in my mind. Can you imagine that recently, I saw the corpses of many people and was present there exactly as if I were a shadow-body, not like the physical form we have now? I could even smell the odor of those bodies, and I nearly fainted from the stench. I truly believe that had I collapsed in that moment, I might never have returned. It feels like fantasy, but it’s a tangible reality—not a dream at all."

"So listen to me — I think you are among the very few who can see the future, like Nostradamus and the Bulgarian Baba Vanga."

"And who is Baba Vanga?"

"Forget all that. You have a great opportunity for success. The French government or even the intelligence agency could recruit you. They might grant you the rank of an extraordinary officer or a sensitive position. Just think—you could earn so much while sleeping in your own bed. Or maybe you could save the lives of millions in wars by identifying the culprit or the cause before it even happens."

Zoe smiles, then bursts into a fit of laughter and keeps laughing uncontrollably.

Juliana’s expression changes, then she asks, "Are you mocking my suggestions?"

Zoe replied, "No, no — I swear to you, I’m not joking." She placed her hands on the sides of her face and looked upward with her eyes. "I swear to you, Juliana, there’s no escape. This is Paris — the most visited city in the world — and not even ghosts will want to live here. Souls will burn here. Destruction looms on the horizon. Everyone is lost in this time. No one is awake. Who would listen to me and benefit? Everyone is chasing after the phone in their hand. I believe even those in high positions of power — they won’t escape either."

"I usually believe you, but what you’re saying now is hard for me to understand or grasp."

"Maybe Nostradamus gave you horrors in events and how they would happen. But I... I can even give you the exact minutes when each event takes place. Never in my visions have I seen a safe place — except for one area. And if I search, I’ll know where it is, because I haven’t identified it precisely. I’ll carry myself away before the catastrophes, and I’ll take some gold, and I’ll take my beautiful friend Juliana, and we’ll escape before it all. That’s the only solution I see."

"Search then — why not? But why the penultimate war? And why will the Chinese overrun the world?"

"That’s the reality of the matter. And then... there are those whispers I hear in my ear. The tone is always so clear, with a sweet and beautiful voice. I wish I could hear that voice every hour. It’s refreshing in itself. It’s life itself."
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**The Ring of Interest**
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Nathan holds a PhD in Torah studies and the Abrahamic religions. He was born in Haifa and is thirty-nine years old. A widower for the past three years, he is of average height, fair-skinned, with a slight baldness at the front of his head. His upper body is broad and full. He was married for over twelve years to one of the most beautiful women in Haifa — his cousin, Sarah. They had one son together, named Jacob.

Sarah works as a production assistant on a celebrity news TV show. She spends more time away from home than her husband, while their son Jacob remains with the nanny, Anna, for most of the day—except on weekends. The couple has grown accustomed to this routine. Nathan returns home at five in the evening, while Sarah usually arrives at nine—sometimes even later.

How beautiful the sight of her eyes is, how radiant the glow of her fair face — as if Guillaume Seignac had painted a stunning portrait of a human being reimagining reality once again. And let the painting  ( Admiring Beauty ) go to hell before your pride, Sarah.

As if that nose had been sculpted—or perhaps placed so precisely—to suit the freshness of her beauty, as a representation of human elegance. How beautiful it is to be close to her, how beautiful it is to feel the femininity that fills her eyes. How lovely it is to see the shine of her deep black hair under the sunlight, watching the rays reflect off it. Not a single visible vein could be seen on the back of her hand.

She pays no attention to compliments in public. She is somewhat arrogant—even with her husband, who toils through the day. Jacob asks about her constantly and barely sees her except late at night or at the end of the week. He is in the first grade and, like any child, longs for his mother’s warmth.

She works at the same company as their cousin Ilan. Their work usually wraps up around eight in the evening after filming concludes. Ilan is a news anchor with a weekly show every Wednesday. Sarah is the lead editing assistant and proofreader—things don’t run smoothly without her.

Nathan, Ilan, and Sarah all shared their childhood. It was Ilan who hired Sarah and assigned her duties at the channel.

Nathan spends his time at the university, either teaching or immersed in ancient Jewish thought and theology. He gives eight or nine lectures per week. His deepest passion lies in tracing historical events from the earliest roots of Judaism to the present.

That day, Nathan came home earlier than usual—and completely exhausted. He parked the car and stepped inside, only to hear an unfamiliar sound coming from Jacob’s room. He didn’t enter immediately. Instead, he walked to the back of the house and peeked through the window.

There, he saw his cousin Ilan playing with Jacob in the child’s room. The sight stunned him. The nanny, Anna, was sitting on the couch scrolling through her phone, while Ilan was holding the boy and playing with him like a father would. Nathan stood motionless, watching for several minutes.

He couldn’t make sense of it. First: what was Ilan doing inside the house? Second: why was he playing with my son? And then—why had he come at a time when I wasn’t home, especially when my wife was at work? Why was the nanny sitting still, as if this were all perfectly normal?

He placed his hand on the window frame for a moment, then stepped back. He realized Ilan’s car wasn’t parked outside—he must have come on foot. Nathan grew even more puzzled. He took a few steps back, walked to his car, drove far from his home, and parked again. He sat in silence, thinking—only to feel more confused. Doubt crept into his chest. A voice inside him stirred suspicion and whispered How can this be?

He began to repeat to himself, What should I do?

He called Sarah. "Sarah, when will you be home? I feel a headache coming on—it might turn into a fever. I’m heading home now. Before you come back, call me—I might ask you to pick up some medicine from the pharmacy depending on how I feel."

"Don’t worry, my dear. Go home and rest. I’ll come early today to stay with Jacob."

Naturally, Nathan felt reassured—Sarah’s response wasn’t alarming, nor did it add to his suspicions—so he ended the call.

Then, placing his hand over his mouth, he whispered, "What are you doing in my house, Ilan? There has to be a confrontation!"

He reached for his car key and was just about to start the engine when he suddenly saw Ilan exiting the house quickly and heading toward the opposite street, where he had parked his car near a large store. Ilan got into the car, started it, and drove off. It all happened in a flash.

Nathan was stunned by what his eyes had just witnessed. The stillness in his gaze suddenly shifted—his pupils hardened, filled with tears of shock. His expression changed from one of suspicion to one of hatred. He became certain that Sarah knew Ilan was at the house, and that she had been the one to inform him of her husband’s return.

He began talking to himself: What’s the reason? What’s the story behind all this? What is all this confusion? Why is he now coming secretly to my house? Why all this stealth?

He began to doubt the twelve years of marriage—a false marriage, he thought.

And from whom?

From my cousin—the one I studied with, grew up with, lived under the same roof with since childhood—along with Ilan!
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