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CHAPTER 1: THE POISONOUS OUROBOROS 
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April 1, 2024

The Poisonous Ouroboros

"...Ninety years have passed since my mortal flesh, but not my imperishable spirit, first saw the vast spaces of this world. Like then, I was without hair, my body was constantly trembling, and I cried out with an extraordinary loudness. Then, my being produced such sounds with my tender lips; now, my being cried out with a soul deeply etched with wrinkles... Death had come for me—I felt it, I knew it, I accepted it. Along with death, the devil had also come for me—he came to take what was prepared for him according to the pact we had once made. Anticipating to gain what was not predetermined for him, but was gifted, he calculated the remaining earthly minutes not just of my flesh but of my soul with indescribable frenzy. I, like a sommelier, slowly savored the last grams, the last drops of the life that was given to me for some purpose, or rather, for what... City park, sunset. I gaze with special admiration at the lake and the willows. Beside me, with delight and a temporary, local victory of life, the loud laughter and cheer of children echo. I, heeding this ecstasy of life, await the moment of my own demise—the door is already open, I just need to exit... or enter? Does it matter? The children's laughter... Soon they will be in my place—time, like death, spares no one! I have truly lived an amazing and unique life. Much happened in it, but even more did not...

It seems like only recently I saw in the mirror the little, naive, and incredibly cheerful child who, in his loud manifestation of the voice of life, was extremely similar to the children who, in turn, are so sweetly playing beside me. This morning, I saw in the mirror a completely decrepit old man with a completely dried-out soul. Once, this soul also possessed a sensual moisture, but it, like the extraordinarily attractive French villages in their pastoral simplicity during medieval rebellions, was mercilessly burned by a more powerful and chaotic will that found its manifestation in all sorts of factors of existing reality... What a magnificent sunset! As if the departure of the sun is a personification of my own departure... The sun! But doesn't it leave to rise again?! The sun!... Its death throes at this very moment are extraordinarily blinding and, at the same time, fiercely draw my gaze. Such are the thoughts that dominate my mind now... For this sun to fade at this hour and in this way, to give this kind of warmth in this way, perhaps fifty years ago, there must have been rain in our world. Without this rain, perhaps fifty years later there would not be this light, and my last hour would accordingly be marked by physical darkness, not actual light. The spiritual darkness, due to a deed I once committed, my being will never overcome...

At the beginning of my life, I did not know where I would end up and what would become of me, just as we, upon waking at dawn, do not know where or how we will fall asleep at midnight, where and how we will spend this day. All that remains for us in this world is to make plans, but... but life always has its own plans for us, and often, its plans are in no way connected to ours... It's amazing! Now, at the end of my life's journey, I am thinking and reflecting on its beginning!... At the beginning of my life, I did not agree with the way of life and destiny that society, family, and prejudices deliberately imposed on me. I did not agree to my lot of knowing nothing, understanding nothing, and seeing nothing. I did not agree to become what everyone was, to become a grain of sand on the seashore or a tiny drop in the endless ocean—this fate was the fate of an intellectual commoner. No, of course, it had its own charms, but there was more tragedy in it. To become a spring that appeared out of nowhere in a lifeless desert is many times more honorable than to become part of the flow of a river—more honorable, first and foremost, for oneself...

Society! Prejudices! How laughable these words are in the face of death!... There is nothing society loves to create more than words that, in most cases, have a negative connotation towards the object they are given to... Words! Every day, society uses a countless number of words in its life—each time it invests new, different meanings into them. Given the possibilities of such a tool for achieving a result as a word, I, a ninety-year-old man, come to the conclusion that the word is humanity's best invention for all time, for with its help it is possible not only to create life, but, what is equally important, to destroy it, at least on the pages of books...

Books! They were the only passion in my life... they replaced everything else for me in this life—love, family... and life itself! On the pages of my books, I was everything and nothing—there I was the best orator in the world at the very moment when in reality I was not able to string two words together in society. However, I didn't need to... Throughout my life, I never consumed alcohol, and therefore it never trumpeted about love to girls in me. I lived my life alone. I am happy for this reason, because I was sincere not only with myself but also with other people—I deceived no one in their feelings and was not deceived myself. I did not scatter declarations of love and did not even give crumbs of them. While I was partly unhappy, I did not make other people unhappy, and that, in turn, is truly worth a lot...

But I wasn't always like this... I met many lovely women on my life's path, but none of them gave me a single chance to love them. They understood that I was too elevated for those feelings, and they were too mediocre. They did not allow me to love them because they considered me worse, but because they were well aware of my superiority over them. They did not allow me to love them so that I would not corrupt them, but so that they would not defile me... This was how it was in reality... But everything was completely different in my dreams... How many dreams I knew in this form of life—how many minutes of reality I laid on the altar of sleep. In this life, I was poisoned by dreams, and the most burdensome thing about this poisoning was the cure. After sleep, I was constantly in a state of intoxication, for my soul, having known true life outside the flesh, had a hard time reconciling with the sudden return to this pathetic and mortal human form...

Form! Man! And how can people not understand what man is as a form? Man as a form is only a momentary reflection in the mirror of eternity. Man as a soul is this eternity... Man as a form is a thin door between two rooms, one of which is life, and the other is death... Death! Many people consider it the greatest injustice in this world—they are unable to realize and comprehend that there is no good and evil, justice and injustice in this world... For, in essence, what are good deeds, even if we call them that? Are they the deeds we perform with our mind or with our heart? Here is one example of a situation: in a rush of feeling, I want to give a wonderfully sweet chocolate bar to one of my two friends. Is that a good deed? But what if, knowing that one of them is going to a birthday party today and will therefore be eating sweets, and the other isn't, I give this chocolate to the one who will not be eating any, even though with all my heart I want to give it to the one who is going to the aforementioned party—is that a good deed? If a person has no clear answer to this fundamental, cornerstone, basic question, then how can they judge other things, the superstructure?...

How boring I can be to myself sometimes, giving in to these kinds of reflections! But that's me—only with myself can I reason honestly, without fearing condemnation or censure. Only alone with oneself can a person know everything, and accordingly, know both God and the devil... In this world, I lived—I lived because I was truly alone. Only seclusion can grant a real, genuine understanding of this life—everything is nothing, for it is transient. He who has nothing possesses everything, every blade of grass, the breath of the wind, and the twinkling of the stars. He who has everything is incurably blind...

Existing in this cruel world, I did not become cruel. Mandatory military service taught me many things. The most important lesson was this: do not respond with cruelty and rudeness when you are treated rudely, even if you are capable of such a retort... Silence is always strength, not weakness. Inaction crushes more painfully and effectively than hundreds of extraordinarily active actions... In this, adherents of the cult of God will undoubtedly support me. Without demanding their gratitude or support, I will speak objectively about their faith: people are used to turning to God only when they are in trouble, but they always forget about the Almighty when they feel well...

Having finished the last of my string of novellas this morning, and thereby pouring the last drops of my soul onto the previously snow-white parchment, I am living out this day and I understand that I can no longer live in this form. I sold my soul to the devil, and this devil was creativity. Once, in my youth, I signed a contract with him, which stated that after the completion of the last, 366th novella, I would give him what he so fiercely craved. The 366 novellas symbolize the days of the year, which, collectively, forming 12 collections, constitute a single personification of the year called "The Wind Rose." Each collection is named after each wind from Aristotle's wind rose—each novella is one day in the life of humanity. I was in no hurry to create, for I understood that with the completion of the last novella, I would perish. And I became doomed to perish the moment I signed the contract...

Creativity captivated me. Without even noticing it before, I suddenly realized by the age of thirty that I had created more than half of what was prescribed by the contract. And I so wanted to live... The devil, that is, creativity itself, tempted me—I fell... I hastened to take advantage of the power and fate of the circumstances, for such offers do not come twice. As an inspired youth, fiercely desiring to create, I did not even realize how, instead of breakfast, my plate contained not oatmeal with milk, but the ancient fruit of temptation, seduction, and knowledge. Without the slightest hesitation, I consumed its flesh, but I consumed it not for the sake of fame and wealth, but for the sake of future generations. I sold my soul to the devil so that no one else would sell theirs in the future. By becoming a friend of the devil, I was fulfilling God's will... Ah! Am I really trying to convince myself before death that I did not act badly then? Why this self-deception and suggestion? A chasm opened up at my feet in the blink of an eye—I consciously stepped into it. I stepped into hell, into the underworld. I acted, quite likely, badly then, and now, realizing the bitterness of my loss, my being is trying to justify itself. In this lies an even greater depth and burden of my guilt...

But I was creating! Today, "The Wind Rose" has found its completion—the last chapter of this structure was the novella "The Poisonous Ouroboros"... I remember the very day I wrote the first novella... the very day the first person read it... If my work had pleased everyone, I would have been most sincerely saddened, for that is the characteristic of a mediocre work. The target audience of my novellas are those who can see and perceive, people who think and can hear and listen. Is our society entirely composed of such people?... At the very moments when I was creating my first novella, I was perfectly aware of the colossal boulder that now stood before me. It was impossible to move it in my consciousness. Then I knew the fate and feelings of Sisyphus, but word by word, effort by effort... with each novella, I moved what had seemed to me previously unmovable, meter by meter...

And now, I am at the top. I have the power to throw this stone down and watch how it will fall. All the value was in the journey—the boulder was only a tool that led me to the top, where I could see what no one else could, for each person's view is as unique as it is subjective... Ah! How terrifying it is to leave, but... how happy I am that I am not leaving the depths of this world with unfinished business!... Death is gradually opening the door to the next form of life for me—hell awaits me there... but didn't I leave a mark on this world? I sold my soul to creativity for the sake of creativity, and by no means for the sake of values or fame. In many ways, I am worse than those who never committed such an act... My dull, murky, floating gaze distinguishes before my being the silhouette of a small, fragile six-year-old boy who is at this moment beside his mother. In his right hand is the very rope that now constrains the absolute freedom of the kite. This kind of thin rope also connects me to this world now... My years, like the people in my life, have forever melted away... Where are you? Where are all of you? A memory... a look into the past... Ah, there you are, but... you are only images—you no longer exist in reality. You allowed new, young people to exist—people like this six-year-old boy...

Like this child, I also loved to play here in my time. I looked with special curiosity at the old people then, not at all understanding their thoughts and feelings. Many of those I saw then left here as unnoticed as they came here. Then they told me the same thing that I am now telling the young... From now on, this world is yours, and only you have the right to determine its fate—do with it what you want. If you wish, perfect it; if you want, destroy it. This world no longer exists for me—it is no longer in me, just as I am no longer in it... Soon, returning home, in a single moment, I will shed this decrepit robe and immerse myself in a new one, in a new form, with the help of which my being will again realize its manifestations of imperishable life... All that remains of me in this world is only a corpse, a few kilograms of continuously decaying meat... But will it be easier for me in the future? Were these 90 years of prosperity worth eternal hell?... Now, drinking the last drops of life, I think somewhat differently than when I was full of strength and energy. At the moment of signing the contract, being young, I did not think about death and the price of that agreement. Now I understand what a priceless object the devil acquired so cheaply—what kind of profit he received... When you are mortal, there are no other thoughts in your being before death than about the future life—only then do you begin to think about the soul... And there is no special magic in these minutes—many people look for magic in minutes, seconds, evenings, days. It should be sought in the entire life...

Only now, before death, have I realized that we spend most of our lives alone. We are silent for the most part of our lives, no matter how much we want to communicate... Previously blinded by the benefits of the material world for the sake of realizing a great idea... only now have I been able to relatively fully outline the true silhouettes of this world, the Universe, and the existing world order: when it was no longer in my power to change anything—when it was already too late... In these minutes, I was not ascending my scaffold, like Danton and Desmoulins—I had no more vital energy, feelings, or thoughts for that. If I'm going to give my soul to the devil, let it be completely dried up, like the Sahara... Is there even a drop of hypocrisy in my being now? When you are dying, you don't pretend—hypocrisy is useless when facing death... Death is approaching, I feel its poisonous breath—I feel fear and I'm not ashamed of it. But is it appropriate to feel fear for someone who has condemned his own soul to eternal torment? Never... no one will ever know about this fear, just as they won't know about my agreement. Everyone will remember me as great and brilliant, never comprehending what I had to give in return for the sake of humanity, for the sake of enlightenment: my thirst to create—that was the true devil... my life, my complete devotion to my calling, and therefore my absolute contempt for everything that surrounded me... people, things, and relatives... Yes, I sold my soul to the devil, but this devil was creativity! Only Paganini would have been able to comprehend my torments and sufferings—to understand and comprehend the nature of my feelings!... Torments are destined for me—destined only because for the sake of creativity I despised everything living and renounced everything human... I am dried up emotionally—there are no more feelings in me. All my feelings, all my soul, remained only on the pages of my books. Physically, it is difficult for me to string even a few words together, for all my words have already been spoken by my soul on cheap parchment of heavenly whiteness..."

"...the winner of the 2024 Usedom Prize... is Hervé François..."—these words sounded with the mercilessness of fate in the mind of twenty-seven-year-old Stefan Morel, whose work, "The Poisonous Ouroboros," was on the list of contenders nominated for the Usedom Prize this year. Despite the fact that this novella was in many ways superior to each of the nominated works in its literary execution, philosophical depth, plot, and content, Stefan Morel took the last place in the corresponding sequence of pre-determined authors.

But for what reason did he take last place if his work was in many ways superior to all the literary creations nominated for that prize this year? The answer to this question was contained in the title of his work—the mouth of his ouroboros, in the opinion of those who evaluated the aforementioned concept of literary thought, contained poison. Without delving into the content, the essence, the meaning of his creation, they denied him for only formal reasons—at the very hour when he created his work in French, the other nominees created their works in English. By denying him in essence, in content, and in spirit, this state, for the sake of observing certain formalities, spiritually lost, perhaps, its first Nobel laureate in literature. This formality destroyed his belief in justice. Subsequently, having renounced his affiliation with any country, having become completely disappointed in the idea of the social contract, Stefan Morel became the first stateless person in the history of mankind to be awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. He could not choose any other citizenship, for he was entirely faithful to the very state in which he was born, but which despised his talents, his philosophy, and his literary skill, which was capable of elevating and glorifying this state, of making history, by inscribing the name of his state and his pseudonym in golden letters on the tablets of the Nobel Prize in Literature, for the sake of not observing the form necessary for certain representatives of that state. He who has no citizenship has no language. He who has no language of his own, due to the absence of citizenship, claims the right to use all the languages of the world.

The poisonous ouroboros was not poisonous—if it were, it would not have lived a single day, for it would have died with the first bite of its own flesh. This was incomprehensible to the mediocre representatives of the human race. On April 1, 2024, Stefan Morel did not receive the Usedom Prize for literature, but a few years later, being stateless, he became the youngest laureate of the Nobel Prize in Literature.
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CHAPTER 2. A LOST CONNECTION
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April 2, 2024.

Today, in the depths of an ordinary local Serbian restaurant, "Faceless Cupid," the twenty-seven-year-old Czech, Antonin Vlček, a moment before the scene described, held a fresh copy of an unremarkable Serbian newspaper, "Ispolin," open in his hands opposite his gentle blue eyes. With a special, almost inhuman, gaze, he was studying the following lines, calmly printed by the respective publisher: "...On this day, exactly sixty years ago, the spacecraft 'Venera ZMV-1,' which later managed to reach the limits of Venus, though contact with it was lost, was launched from the Kazakh settlement of Tyuratam...". No, in that moment, Antonin Vlček was not looking at the aforementioned lines; in that moment, he was looking inward, into the depths of his very self—his glazed gaze, fixed on a single, solitary point, indicated that this man was either insane or was currently submerged in that very state which borders on insanity, just as love borders on infatuation, and which is often called genius by those who are capable of seeing: silently to those around him, but extraordinarily loud to himself, Antonin Vlček at this very hour was endlessly repeating only one question in his mind—is it possible to make a stranger fall in love with you with the help of formally expressed and specific objects, the results of your own creativity? He could find the answer to this problem only through an empirical path: all other paths are phantoms, chimeras, fantasies. In an instant, he left the aforementioned state, yet still intoxicated by its wondrous outlines, taste, and aroma, Antonin Vlček hastily opened the Instagram app on his phone and, with particular meticulousness, began to study videos of Tuscan landscapes and Roman streets, which were extraordinarily pleasant for a truly sensitive soul—he, a twenty-seven-year-old writer, would be there, he would definitely be there, but first, he had to achieve a certain success: a great deal of work had already been done, but even more work lay ahead. The Tuscan landscapes and Roman streets enticed his heart and soul, but now it was time to get down to business—to find the one with whose help he would find the answer to the question we mentioned earlier. And so, after a certain amount of time, Antonin Vlček's gaze suddenly fell into the nets of the astonishing charm of a truly sensual woman—this was evidenced by her gaze, her facial expression, her smile, the captured, and therefore forever bound, movement, as well as the location, light, time, and angle, which, in turn, were integral elements of an extraordinarily attractive photograph. Having entered the halls of her personal profile page, Antonin Vlček, who was very much carried away by his own undertaking, was able to a significant extent to grasp the true nature of this stranger, truly exceptional in her femininity—at 30 years old, she looked no more than 25: the correct features of her pure face in every manifestation testified to a subtle and lively mind, and the gentle figure of a willow-like physique personified the highest degree of feminine charm—before Antonin Vlček’s eyes at this very hour was by no means a passionate rose or a lush dahlia, which was what was captured in the essence of the photograph, but a simple field flower of the most delicate properties and qualities, whose life energy and strength were characterized by the peak culmination of a lively summer, when the surrounding malachite tones of the greenery allowed it to be the same as Robert Burns was among the countless procession of Scottish poets, who were outwardly alike in their pretentiousness but no less great because of it. She stood out among most women who, in one form or another and at one time or another, had appeared before Antonin Vlček's gaze, just as Piazza San Pietro stands out among other squares of a true, and therefore old, Europe. However, despite the fact that she was in those years that characterize the flourishing of true feminine—specifically feminine, not girlish—beauty, Inna Vukić's posts on the social network Instagram did not have the number of positive reactions that would allow for a corresponding assertion about the popularity of a particular person: most of those who looked at her simple, and therefore highest of its kind, femininity were unable to perceive, based only on a moment wilfully captured in the form of a photograph, which contained gestures, a look, and other breathtaking human movements, the very unique facets and fibers of her truly alive soul. Having positively evaluated each of her photos in the appropriate manner, Antonin Vlček immediately subscribed to her account, after which, once again immersing himself in its confines, he began, with a feeling of infatuation that was growing with every moment, to meticulously study everything that he had, it seemed, already completely studied a short time ago: the simple elegance of her clothing, her extraordinary beauty—all of this could not help but attract the truly sensitive soul of Antonin Vlček, all of this could not help but drive him mad. And is it not true that a woman can only be truly attractive when her clothing has the least impact on a man's imagination and gaze, and therefore acts on them not as an irritating factor, but as a natural and harmonious characteristic? Nothing is as capable of highlighting all of a woman's merits and charms as simplicity in her clothing tastes, and, most importantly, the actual implementation of those tastes—when a woman is dressed with simple elegance, a man pays attention not to her dress, necklace, or bracelets, for at that moment he is looking at the woman herself, her emotions, her manners, and the results of her behavior: in those moments, he is looking at her thoughts, her feelings, her mind, and her soul. Thus, without even realizing it, Antonin Vlček suddenly understood that a certain, truly, at first, sweet flame had been born in his soul—these were the first sparks of the all-consuming flame of infatuation: if they are not tamed in time or transformed into a beneficial form, then, of course, it is capable of destroying everything around it, and consequently itself, thereby, later, leaving behind only emptiness—Antonin Vlček was not a stranger to emptiness, for in his time he had been able to deeply learn the great nature of unremarkable rejections of reciprocity from a considerable number of representatives of the Eve's gender.

Relatively, but not completely, having left that state of sweet exaltation, Antonin Vlček's ear suddenly distinguished the following conversation behind him between a young couple—the age of this couple was evidenced, first of all, by the timbre, intonation, and nature of their voices:

"But everything I told you, everything I wrote to you about—it's all just words, you know? You have no idea what's really going on in my soul—you can say and write anything you want. Don't forget, Vivienne, I'm a girl—sometimes I don't even understand what I'm saying or writing: in those moments I can feel feelings that are the exact opposite of what I'm talking about... You don't understand me at all, do you... and you probably never will..."

"I have not the slightest desire to plunge into such abysses and depths, for I realize that only cold and darkness await me there—I just want to love and be loved, without charades, puzzles, or riddles... She doesn't want to build a long-term relationship with me, she's only interested in me as a stepping stone—a stepping stone to find someone else, someone richer, more influential: she needs me only so that I can introduce her to this social circle..."—the young man said, barely audibly, to himself with a heavy sigh: Antonin Vlček's musical ear allowed him to catch something that even the young man's companion could not grasp.

"Look at yourself, Vivienne... look at how you're dressed... look at your phone and your car..."

"Alas, the old new world! Here, as for centuries before, people are judged only by how they are dressed, but not by who they are... But, Adelina... I... I have goals!

"What good are your goals to me? Goals are something that doesn't exist! Look at yourself, at who you are now and what you have now. Goals are empty words of romantics that are not supported by anything, that don't connect to anything and don't mean anything..."

"You know, Adelina, I... as a soul... looking at you now, listening to your speeches... I laugh loudly to myself—you exalt clothes and cars, but you don't even think about who is wearing those clothes and who is driving those cars: in your worldview and world order, only he who possesses a certain material good is worthy of attention, be he a thief, a robber, or a murderer—for you, the path, the process, and the principles do not matter, for you put the material result first... So be it... you are incapable of realizing that in this life we are merely guests—we came here, existed in this house or in this apartment, used the goods given to us, and then we left... and yet, after listening to you, all these insane and chaotic thoughts, dressed in the form of languid speeches... I look at you now with admiration, I admire your charm... understanding with my heart and soul what you are, I, listening to your voice, I, drowning in your speeches, still love you... How strange and complex this world is! Often, the most profound and terrifying insanities are hidden in the most charming creatures!.."

After a few moments, the thread of the aforementioned dialogue in Antonin Vlček's mind was interrupted by some relatively loud exclamations that came from his right side—it was a dialogue between two elderly men who, at the time, were discussing topics that were extraordinarily disturbing to their world-weary souls:

"There are hundreds of diplomats and thousands of politicians in this country, and yet there is still a war within its borders! Why didn't they prevent what it is their direct duty to prevent? The guilt of those who are responsible for peace in their country is no less than the guilt of those who are responsible for the war in the opposing country—seeing the dark sky in advance, they failed to warn people about the storm and also to make the necessary preparations: their guilt in this is irredeemable and will never be redeemed—from now on, their lot will be eternal torment and anguish, if not here, on earth, then, of course, in other realms, after death. They deceived the people entrusted to them by the Almighty—and they did so in the least pleasant way: people love to be deceived, but when it happens in a not-so-open and rude way—it is like violence... violence, like when a girl rejects mutual feelings... In politics, the main thing is more words, often not supported by actions and deeds—the people, like a girl, love with their ears: then, when the people realize who they have actually gotten involved with, it will be too late.

"They are used to achieving the 'highest' goals in the most base ways. Our world is complex—and surprisingly so! There are far too many who want to become a ruler and too few who long to be a manager: the first of the two definitions identifies a person who frantically wants to harvest and milk a cow, while the second—to prepare the soil, grow the grain, and also feed the very animal that will subsequently bring milk... Having very chaotically and unprincipledly harvested the crop from the very soil that their hand had never touched, the former, in order to avoid punishment and to deceive their nearest descendants, will sow the corresponding soil with tares—the gaze of the nearest descendants will see the cultivated soil, but they will be able to understand the true essence of the actions committed only later. As for the milk, they will fill it with water, convincing their descendants that milk has exactly this taste and no other... Such is the world order today! Such is the government of that state today—doctors have now come to power there who, instead of treating the ailing parts of the body, prefer to cut them off, for this seems to them to be the easiest way to solve the problem that torments their free time: they call these parts gangrene—their main task is to convince the patient that he must, of course, if he wishes to be cured, amputate one part of the body or another... to convince the patient that amputation is the only achievable option for recovery out of all possible ones..."

Tired of the aforementioned nature of the ranting, Antonin Vlček, frantically wanting to distract himself, turned his ear to the other side, the left, intending to find in its depths, perhaps, the most appropriate hint from all-great and all-powerful fate—to his left, at a table, two men were talking, the age of each of whom did not exceed thirty years:

"First, his beloved will refuse him reciprocity—the naive man was waiting for the sun to rise at night... She is excellent, he is in love with her—his soul is being torn apart. He is poor, poor materially, but not spiritually—in his nature there is a firm conviction that after a while he, regardless of all sorts of circumstances, will achieve success: he knows himself too well. All those who refuse him now will come to him themselves after a while—that's why he is suffering: he will not change, he will be the same as before—they will all judge him only by his cover. Having achieved success, he will be able to afford to look good—he will have perfect skin, flawless hair, a straight nose, the figure of Apollo: all of this is easy to buy, but in this world it is impossible to acquire a soul—it can only be sold. Women shower him with their attention, but he is indifferent to them—he became disgusted with the female gender when he realized its true nature: having become beautiful, he once again proved to himself the etherealness, ephemerality, and transience of such a phenomenon in this world as beauty—this was his revenge on the entire female gender. No woman will ever be with him again—let them languish in torment, as he once languished. From now on, he will be a living corpse in relation to them... After a certain amount of time, she will write to him and he, wanting to wet the sand, will try to convince himself that he loves her—he is no longer capable of this feeling. Isn't this paradoxical? To present yourself as a victim of a feeling that you don't sincerely feel, frantically trying to awaken it in yourself with the help of your mind... how do you like my new plot for a novella? But please, don't tell me that this is just a rephrased story about Martin Eden—no, this is a story from my own life!... There is nothing in this world I desire so much as to write a novella about her, about Alexandra, to pour out all my feelings, all my emotions, all my love on paper, to outline her facets, to draw her forms, and then... and then finally forget—I have no doubt that all great artists, musicians, and writers have acted and are acting in the same way...

"If literature is still alive in this world, then its most vivid personification or, if you will, its breath, is you..."

No longer able to listen to the speeches of the people surrounding him, and having also failed to find in their words the advice of fate he so desperately needed, Antonin Vlček once again hastily opened Inna Vukić's profile on the social network Instagram and, with the uncertainty of a student taking a university exam for the first time, in an instant sent her one of her posts in Direct, the content of which was a photograph taken by Inna of an open book with a quote from Remarque's "Arch of Triumph," with the following message: "Have you read Remarque's 'The Black Obelisk'?"

Having sent the message in a flash, he immediately, with an indescribable feeling of shame, locked his phone and put it away from him, as if this very object contained the flame that had awakened that aforementioned awkward feeling in his soul—he was experiencing the limits of the deepest shame. Why? He himself did not know. Hastily grabbing the newspaper in his hands, he listened with the sensitivity and caution of a lynx to every movement of the phone that was a little further away from him—he occasionally cast his gaze upon it, frantically hoping to see the long-awaited answer, a response to the corresponding impulse of sincere energy. A few minutes later, his phone emitted a characteristic vibration, which was inherent in its nature—Inna Vukić replied to him, and this reply gave rise to the following conversation in Direct:

"– No, I haven't read it yet. I'm planning to read "A Night in Lisbon" soon.

"– In any case, "The Black Obelisk" is a lot more down-to-earth than "Heaven Has No Favorites" by the same Remarque. And in your last post, what book is in the photo?

"– "The Thorn Birds."

"– I haven't read it. And who is the author?

"– Colleen McCullough.

"– Is she a classical author or a modern one?

"– A modern one, but unfortunately, already deceased—the book "The Thorn Birds" itself was written by the author in the last century. Colleen McCullough and Orwell are rather an exception to the rule: most of all, I like to spend all my
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