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What People Are Saying About

Time Clocks

Encino Man meets My Dinner with Andre (or should it be AIndre?) in this twisting tale of a found family of inadvertent time travellers brought together that becomes, in turns, a mystery, a heist and a fight to save the world. With limericks. And coffee. Lots of coffee. Time Clocks will delight and befuddle you as it sweeps you along in a race against (with? alongside of?) time.

Lavie Tidhar, World Fantasy Award winning author of Osama and Central Station

Yoav Avni is a rare talent: inventive, fearless, and unbound by convention. In Time Clocks, he takes his unique blend of realism and the uncanny to dazzling new heights.

Assaf Gavron, author of the award-winning The Hilltop and Don’t You Want Me

Yoav Avni is one of the most talented, sophisticated authors I’ve had the pleasure of working with. His writing is witty and light and yet succeeds in being multi-layered, complex, and smart. He uses elements of genres (science fiction and fantasy) in the same fashion that authors like Tom Robbins and Kurt Vonnegut do: to highlight absurdities, acknowledge trends, and comment on reality. His work is a mélange of sophisticated plots, quirky yet endearing characters, and well-polished writing. His novels shed unique light on very local phenomena in a way that transports them onto a wider perspective, making them universally funny and accessible. He is a devoted and hardworking author who continues to evolve and develop his unique voice.

Noa Menhaim, Editor in Chief, Hebrew Literature Kinneret Zmora Dvir Publishing House Ltd

Time should be cherished, not exploited with arrogance. It must be grasped with humility, for time is here, filling our eyes and hearts, but it is not here to stay. We are all its users; it harbors no intent for profit or harm. Time can be nostalgic or innovative, but it is always gentle, with hidden corners waiting to be discovered. Time Clocks is Yoav Avni’s latest masterpiece—brilliant, beautiful, and profound. I had the privilege of reading (and loving) it before everyone else. Thank you, Yoav. If you’re looking for a smart, witty book that will blow your mind with insights, don’t wait—go get it now.

Liat Lev Ran, author of Signed by Her, Without Cover

As always, with clever humor, wild imagination, and creativity, Yoav guides us through the “flowchart” he’s constructed—a sprawling “decision tree,” a self-evolving matrix in motion. We experience a fantastic and multi-sensory journey, disturbingly realistic despite its overt fictional nature. With wisdom and sensitivity, Yoav leads the reader through an entire spectrum of emotions: laughter, tears, anger, joy, schadenfreude, excitement, and, above all, profound admiration for this daring work. The characters are described with such clarity that they come vividly to life, offering numerous comedic and heartwarming moments. I greatly enjoyed reading the book and highly recommend it.

Gal Leiber, bestselling author of The Right Thing
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As if you could kill time without injuring eternity.

Henry David Thoreau
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Chapter 1

Among the Threads, Three Arise

It was not a live broadcast. The show was scheduled to air on Saturday night — and Boaz watched the unfolding scene on the small screen mounted on the wall of the room where he was waiting.

Soon he would be called onto the glittering stage, where he would find himself wishing he could turn back time. Not to buy a winning lottery ticket or stop one of history’s worst tyrants from ever being born. No. Boaz Grand would return to this Thursday afternoon, to this very moment, and inform the production team of Easy Does It that he, regretfully, could not participate. Any excuse would suffice — just to avoid sinking into that plush, lulling armchair and revealing something he should never have said.

The audience fell silent as the host recited the enigmatic words in his booming voice: “Among the threads, three arise!” A pause for effect, and then: “We will take a short commercial break. When we return, we will move on to the segment we have all been waiting for, featuring a very special guest on our panel. And no — it will not be another family member, I promise. A mom on the panel is more than enough — especially one like mine.” Amid the laughter, he gestured and assured everyone, “Two minutes, and we will be back!”

A luxury car, a telecom provider, a retail chain, a lingerie brand, and a bank ad later, the studio was once again bathed in crimson and gold.

It was just another talk show — a genre that had seen little innovation for decades: audience, lighting, stage, host’s desk, guest armchairs, commercial breaks, and, of course, the familiar catchphrase: “We are back!” But Easy Does It was a rare television phenomenon, staying relevant both for weekend night family living room discussions and weekday morning office chatter. Its strength was in its blend of wit and depth, anchored by a host with dazzling teeth, perfectly coiffed hair, and an untarnished reputation. Above all, the show’s staying power rested on its exclusive weekly feature: the segment Boaz was about to join — without which the show would have been axed and tossed into the dustbin of broadcast history.

The production assistant cracked the door open and stuck his head in. “He’s about to call the regulars, then you. When he says your name, I’ll take you to the studio.” And with that, he vanished as quickly as he had appeared.

“We are back!” The host flashed his well-rehearsed smile as applause erupted. “Now, I am pleased to welcome the members of our panel, who will analyze this week’s limerick, composed by none other than…” He turned his gaze upward to the massive studio screen, which flickered and stabilized to reveal a platinum-haired figure with chiseled cheekbones. “How are you?” he asked his virtual contributor.

“Wonderful,” came the reply, basking in the applause. Its voice, so familiar to Boaz, was a blend of electric citrus blossom — artificially smooth, yet oddly captivating.

“Before we bring out the others, can you recite the latest prophecy? Earlier, before the break, I revealed one line: ‘Among the threads, three arise.’ Fantastic and intriguing, as always. But let us hear the whole limerick, shall we?”

“Of course.” After a perfectly timed clearing of its synthetic throat, it delivered:

“The plane of time is not so plain,

Its hues defy black-and-white domain.

Among the threads, three arise,

Guard their souls, the sage implies.

A task awaits beyond time’s chain.”

“Thank you, FocalAI!” the host announced, bowing slightly toward the state-of-the-art system, “the nation’s AI!”

“Respect is earned, not driven!” the system quipped as the applause swelled.

Boaz had already seen the limerick at the office earlier that week. Anticipating his turn, he stretched, then paced the length of the waiting room.

“And now, I am honored to introduce our panel: the legendary sportscaster Avi Achituv, the esteemed movie director Dalia Eshet, the sharp parliamentary adviser Dor Elron, and, of course, the one and only: Mother!”

As usual, the four panelists took their places in the semicircular arrangement of crimson armchairs facing the host. But this time, there was one more empty seat — a surprise the host quickly revealed: “Boaz Grand!”

Right on cue, the waiting room door swung open, and Boaz tried to focus on what lay ahead, pushing aside the unsettling sense that the hallway leading to the studio resembled a long, narrow tunnel ending in a blinding white light.





Chapter 2

Neither He nor She

“Such a young man!” The older woman’s goblin-like eyes shamelessly scanned him the moment he sat down. She cupped her hand over her mouth and whispered loud enough to be heard across the laughing audience, “And so handsome!”

“Mom, you cannot say things like that on TV anymore!” the host called out. “Just ignore her,” he stage-whispered to both Boaz and the camera, shielding his mouth just as she did.

Maybe it was hereditary, Boaz thought. He usually made a good first impression with moms. A bit quiet, yes. Shy? Maybe, but that was better than some of the alternatives. Clearly intelligent — and in fact, not truly shy at all — even confident, once you got to know him. Someone who knew what he wanted, kind, tidy, and…

But he recoiled from the host’s mother, who was so different from his own mother, for example, or from Liat’s. It was too much. Everything around him was too much — loud, extravagant, and excessive.

How did people work in such an environment every day? He missed his familiar, reliable office — his island of stability — where he could gaze out at the horizon, even if it was just the one beyond the industrial zone of a suburban city like Petah Tikva. Here, in the studio, there were not even windows — only intrusive, dazzling, deceptive lights.

“Thank you so much for coming,” the host said to him. “Do not take my mother seriously — that is my job,” he added, as the audience laughed and his mother grinned. “But you are quite young, are you not? Surely the youngest on this stage right now.”

“Thirty-nine years and four months tomorrow,” came the sweet citrus voice from above.

“I see you recognize our guest,” the host said, looking up at the screen.

“Of course,” said FocalAI. “This is Boaz Grand — the person who developed me.”

“I’m not sure we can say that on television either,” remarked the sportscaster, prompting raucous, crude laughter from the audience. Luckily, Liat had not insisted on attending the shoot. Perhaps he would ask — no, insist — that they cut this part out during editing. At this point, Boaz still thought it could not possibly get any worse.

He sank into his chair, reminding himself that every passing second brought him closer to the end of this interview — one he had not wanted to participate in at all. He had even told Gideon so when asked. After all, the segment focused on FocalAI, not the company’s employees.

“We committed to a certain level of collaboration,” the CEO reminded him. “It is a give-and-take arrangement. And by the way, I would go back there in a heartbeat” — Gideon had been interviewed on Easy Does It a few episodes earlier — “but this time, they specifically asked for someone technical, and you must agree — you are the natural choice. No one knows the system better than you.”

That was true, of course. Still.

“And the host’s mother? You will see — she is quite a character! I am sure you will enjoy it, Boaz. And the cookies are not bad either,” he had concluded.

“Boaz Grand!” The applause erupted again as the host repeated his name, as though announcing a circus performer. “So you are the one behind FocalAI?” the host asked. His first question was simple — but deceptive.

“I develop the software,” Boaz replied cautiously, “but I am part of a team.” He tried to keep his job description brief, avoiding terms like “Head of” or “Senior.” It did not help. The next two questions forced him to mention artificial neural networks and machine learning — concepts that flew over the heads of everyone on stage and in the audience. The host smiled at him indulgently, letting out one ‘Interesting…’ after another that clearly meant the opposite.

Boaz felt he was too serious, that his expertise was working against him, and that he was there only to dampen the energy the rest of the panel members so effortlessly produced. He could not own the stage — it had never been his to begin with.

“Let us return to the reason we are here,” said the host. In the hushed studio, his prime-time voice carried the five lines:

“The plane of time is not so plain,

Its hues defy black-and-white domain.

Among the threads, three arise,

Guard their souls, the sage implies.

A task awaits beyond time’s chain.”

He paused, then turned to the panel. “What do you think, friends?”

“My darling boy, tell me — how many weeks have we been doing this segment?”

“This is the forty-eighth episode, Mom. Almost a year.”

“Almost a year! Bless my soul. A whole year, and I still don’t get what this thing wants from us.”

“Esti,” the sportscaster interjected, “this thing is a she, and she doesn’t want anything from us. If anything, we’re the ones who…”

“You know, Avi, I’ll tell you something — at first, I wasn’t even sure if it was a he or a she. It reminded me—” she turned to her son. “Do you remember that turt—” Then to the audience: “He had a pet turtle when he was a child.”

The host let out a long sigh and gave the camera a helpless look.

“It took us ages to figure out if it was a boy turtle or a girl turtle. Not until she reached puber — well, you know.”

This woman! And the audience played along with her so easily, thought Boaz.

“Users usually refer to FocalAI as female,” he felt obliged to speak up, “but remember — it’s software. Neither he nor she.” And once again, he felt he had deflated the moment.

“Software gender aside, what really matters is that these prophecies come true time after time, week after week,” the host said.

“I still claim it is only because we assign meaning to those limericks,” said the movie director, looking up at the text. “‘Its hues defy black-and-white domain?’“ she quoted. “Tell me, what in our world is limited to black and white?”

Boaz completely agreed with her, but the host cast a sideways glance — half directed at the director, half at the camera — and patiently raised a carefully groomed eyebrow, waiting for her to catch on.

“Fine, fine,” she grumbled. “So it just happens that today I am dressed in black and white, but I still think it is too general. And ‘the threads’ — is that not just like atoms? Everything is made of threads, in my opinion. And perhaps this time it is a fashion prophecy — the trending colors of the coming fall or something of the sort. But that is exactly my point: the interpretation depends entirely on us.”

“I’d like to remind you, Dalia,” said the political adviser, “that just two or three weeks ago, we received — FocalAI, could you please repeat the exact phrasing? Something about health and education?”

“A hand extended, a suit refined,

Health, education, and rebuke entwined.”

“Exactly. And we all remember — it played out in parliament just as predicted.”

“And even more than that, Dor,” said the sportscaster, “I know the beginning of the previous prophecy by heart:

At ninety now a goal appears,

A new team leads, no cause for fears.

And that’s just what happened this week in the Premier League: two games, a goal in the final minute, and a surprising shift at the top.”

“I am not convinced,” said the movie director. “Sorry, but these threads are just… This is simply a next-generation Nostradamus. I mean, we can project these rhymes onto anything we want, and we will probably always hit something. Predicting is easy — foreseeing is hard,” she concluded decisively.

“Is that what it is, Boaz?” asked the host. “Just a sophisticated Nostradamus and nothing more?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t know him,” Boaz said, attempting to lighten the mood, but too many faces on stage and in the audience indicated they had not realized how impossible that was.

“He lived in the fifteen-hundreds,” he added in vain.

“So, what is your guess, friends?” asked the host. “Avi?”

“I just pray it’s not an elevated threat level. The threads interest me less — I’m wondering, who are the three? And why guard their souls?”

“Me too. Dor?”

“Maybe it’s a message for the prime minister — at least three members of her party threatened to quit in recent days, and…”

“And maybe we should stop guessing and finally convince FocalAI to tell us what’s behind these things,” the host’s mother cut in.

“FocalAI?” the host asked, looking upward, as another burst of applause broke out.

“How does it go?” the computerized system replied. “Fake a name for yourself?” Then it fell silent, as if in contemplation.

“I am not sure that is how it goes,” said the host.

“And maybe this nice young man knows himself?” his mother added, drawing cheers from the audience.

Boaz shook his head. “No, no — it doesn’t work like that,” he tried to explain. “There is no mysticism here. Any AI program can take existing data and make predictions, but it doesn’t foresee the future,” he assured them. “Certainly not in the way you’re imagining it. It is a tool, not a magician. An amazing tool that changes and expands the world, but these texts — these verses — they’re just the result of a programming model.”

“Can you please tell him to talk like a human being?”

“I am sure he is doing his best, Mom,” said the host, and the audience laughed. Boaz tried to hide his embarrassment. Programming is like humor — if you have to explain it, you are probably not on the right track.

“We’re really bugging you, aren’t we?” his mother asked. “You look a bit pale — here, eat something.” She pulled a package of cookies from the bag on her lap — her signature move.

“Homemade!” she announced. “Handmade too!” And the audience — still laughing.

“You are interrupting, Mom. Well, Boaz,” the host urged. “Did we manage to convince you to let FocalAI solve these prophecies for us? At least the new one?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Boaz insisted. Not only had he created a monster, but now he felt responsible for unleashing its blind flock of followers as well. “Look,” he said, lowering his voice, “there’s something I’ve never told anyone. It’s nothing, it’s not even a scoop, but—”

The panel leaned in, captivated by his words. The audience, in their collective wisdom, sensed the turning point, as Boaz, encouraged — perhaps too encouraged — stretched his legs, settling back into his chair: “The entire prophecy model that made FocalAI famous is based on something silly I did in the army, during basic training, when I decided it was time to stop peeling potatoes.”

That was the point where he should have stopped talking.

Liat’s short vacation in Israel had come to an end, and their weekend was peaceful and slow — brunch, a visit to her parents, even time for the beach and a restaurant. On Saturday evening, he drove her to the airport during the broadcast, sparing them both from watching it.

But the moment his words became public knowledge, they spread like wildfire through the AI field.





Chapter 3

And a Kiss

There were whispers of “Did you see Easy Does It?” among some junior developers during the morning meeting, but Boaz remained focused, reminding everyone that the testing phase for the alpha version of FocalAI’s newly developed Information Hook component was set to conclude that day. He appointed Dotan — the senior among the juniors — to coordinate preparations for the next phase.

Every new development began as an alpha version, tested internally by developers and QA personnel. After fixing bugs — unexpected, unintended behaviors that inevitably cropped up — the component advanced to Beta, where it was integrated into the system and exposed to a select group of privileged users, both inside and outside the organization. Boaz, naturally, was part of this group and knew that bugs would emerge at this stage too. Much to do.

He also needed to finalize the migration strategy for the server hosting FocalAI. The improvised room that currently housed it was far too small, poorly ventilated, and exposed to security vulnerabilities. The goal was to upgrade to a professional, remote, and secure facility worthy of FocalAI. (“It’s time for it to move from a crib to a toddler bed,” he had told Gideon when pitching the process. The day before, he had returned from a family visit, still recovering from the chaos caused by his brother’s three kids: the whirlwind, the screecher, and the spitter.)

After completing the migration documentation, he prepared a presentation outlining development goals for the upcoming quarter. By midday, he retreated to his office to investigate a bug he thought he had noticed during the studio recording of the show. Though unrelated to the new Information Hook component, bugs were bugs — always had been, and always would be. This task required an intimate knowledge of the system. Much to do.

Boaz was not entirely sure, but he thought he had heard FocalAI misquote “Respect is earned, not given,” before he was called onstage. During the interview, he also remembered it twisting “Make a name for yourself.” To confirm, he had no choice but to watch the recorded show on the channel’s app. He turned up the volume when FocalAI spoke, but skipped through the parts featuring him (watching himself felt unsettling — and the camera really did add ten pounds — of gravitas).

Yes, he had been right: “Respect is earned, not driven,” it had said, and later, “Fake a name for yourself.” After discussing it with the system, which repeated “earned, not driven” and “Fake a name” when he guided the dialogue there, Boaz decided these amusing variations on familiar sayings warranted deeper investigation — and fixing. Nothing in the code explicitly defined them, once again proving FocalAI’s remarkable ability — like other systems mushrooming in the post-AI-boom era — to create realities derived from language.

Boaz did not join the other developers for lunch, instead settling for Liat’s leftover pasta from their weekend meal out — she had insisted on having it packed so he would take it. After she landed, they exchanged texts — her phone battery was at 10%, the charger acting up again, the weather on the East Coast was dreadful, a horrible baby had sat next to her on the plane, and her connection to Seattle was delayed due to the apathetic ground crew. “OK, now I need to walk a gazillion miles to the gate.” / “You’ve got time.” / “Not according to my phone — I’ll text when I arrive, and a kiss.” / “A kiss.”

The sun was lounging lazily in the warm afternoon sky, tanning itself a deep red. The work stretched on, and time grew short. At 18:45, Boaz shut down his computer and made himself coffee — although it was gulped at work, from a disposable cup, standing at his large office window overlooking the bleak industrial area, the coffee still tasted as delicious as ever.

His relationship with coffee was long-standing and steady, like most of the things he did, but it held a hidden spark of originality — perhaps even a hint of things yet to come. He closed his eyes and plunged into the whirlpool of warm foam, occasionally letting out a brief sigh of satisfaction that any Frenchman — had he been present — would have called la petite mort.

Now he was about to head home. He had not solved FocalAI’s proverb bug yet. Still, he was confident he would make progress later in the week.

The phone on his desk rang. An unknown American number — could it be Liat, calling from a borrowed phone? He appreciated her knack for finding solutions to problems, no matter how minor or moderate. Boaz reached to answer, but the ringing stopped. When it resumed immediately, he was no longer certain it was her.





Chapter 4

There’s No Tomorrow

“Still at the office?” Roy.

Boaz added video to the voice call before responding. Maybe that would speed up the conversation so he could finally leave.

“What time is it over there?”

Some people bothered to calculate time differences, and some did not, he thought. “Almost seven,” he answered, placing the cooling cup of coffee on the desk. He would drink a fresh one at home. While he had not accumulated much face time with Roy Fadlon, and rarely heard from him directly, he was familiar with his direct, sometimes even rude, approach.

Therefore, he did not feel Roy’s absence, and the geographical distance between the owner’s residence and the company’s offices was a blessing. Most of the communication was with Gideon, the CEO, while Roy — by all accounts — remained a mythical figure, part man, part capitalist demon. He usually appeared in Zoom meetings before the holidays, mainly to speak about future challenges or to praise the exceptional workforce at FocalAI Software Systems (as Boaz knew too well, like every company head did during every toast at every high-tech company). Once a year, he would appear in person at the office, usually while visiting one of his properties in Israel. He also owned a security company, an event venue, and two restaurants, and Boaz assumed that investing in an artificial intelligence startup had become a status symbol in Miami Beach.

“How are you, Roy?”

“How am I?” Roy repeated. His voice had changed. His face completely filled the screen. Roy’s hair was curly, suspiciously dyed, and looked glued to his head. His name, too, Boaz thought. “What do you mean, ‘how am I?’ — before or after I saw your little TV spectacle?” he continued, barely containing his anger.

“Ah, that?”

“That, Boaz! Exactly that!” Roy stormed through his luxurious home, which looked like an extension of the television studio — all gold and crimson. “Are you sitting? I want you to sit down, and then you’ll see how I’m doing — and why.”

They both sat. Boaz in his office chair, Roy on a massive couch, thousands of miles away. He raised the TV remote, stabbed it toward the screen, and clicked.

This time, Boaz had no choice but to watch himself at the correct speed — and even listen:

“The entire prophecy model that made FocalAI famous is based on something silly I did in the army, during basic training, when I decided it was time to stop peeling potatoes. Toward the end, before the swearing-in ceremony at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, the yearbook organizers were looking for someone with decent writing skills,” he said on the show. “They wanted rhyming predictions about what each one of us would do after our discharge. Much to do. My only writing skill was in coding, but working on the yearbook meant getting out of kitchen duty, and I honestly couldn’t stand peeling potatoes anymore. So during one of my lunch shifts, I wrote a quick code on my phone — something that could generate rhymes based on one word — like a soldier’s name — and a subject. And it worked — people liked it. I stopped peeling potatoes. But I never took those rhymes seriously. It was just a gag.”

Roy’s glare was unmistakable. “Now can you explain to me what went through your head when you said all that? Because I still can’t understand it.”

Did he really say “gag” on air? Boaz could not remember. How had all of that slipped out of his mouth? And why had he thought that quoting the first rhyme from FocalAI’s maternal forerunner — which probably still appears in that ridiculous yearbook — would get him anywhere?

“Boaz kept on coding away / In high-tech he’ll surely stay / But in the kitchen / He lost all ambition / So with limericks he decided to play.”

He tried to put together a measured response, but Roy did not wait — he angrily rewound the broadcast, which jumped back in clumsy bursts.

“gag – a – just – was – It – seriously – rhymes – those – took – never – I – but.”

“Roy, I know what I said, but—”

“I’m not sure at all you do, Boaz! You might think you know what you said, but it’s clear to me you’re struggling to grasp the implications. Pardon my French — better yet, don’t — but no one gives a shit that you started all this nonsense while playing with yourself on kitchen duty, in that crappy little cyber unit. You get me?!”

Boaz had served in a crappy little infantry unit, but he did not need the help of artificial intelligence to know it was best to avoid correcting the company’s owner on biographical details. Roy suddenly shot up from his couch, as if bitten by a Floridian alligator, and clenched the phone in his hand. He leaned in, almost pressing his face to the screen. Now he nearly shouted, “Do you realize that those predictions you dismissed so indifferently in your TV interview were — of all the countless companies out there — our…” He paused, muttering, “I forgot the damn word. But you know exactly what I mean. This was our cash cow. The wet dream of every organization. We left our competitors in the dust. Do you have any idea how much Artificial-Bigger-Roots, Dan-Data-06, Joy-D-P-B-M, and the rest would pay for a title like this? The nation’s AI! Do you have any idea how hard it was to get that slogan into the public consciousness? To lock down a weekly TV spot — right at the center of the mainstream? To tie artificial intelligence to future predictions? That’s the Holy Grail! Just a gag?” he shouted, his voice echoing. “A gag and potatoes? Are you out of your mind? Do you even realize what this does to our future market value? Journalists have been calling me all morning! And not just from Israel — do you know I had to ignore the fucking Wall Street Journal? Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to shit where you eat, Boaz? Didn’t you at least learn that in army kitchens?”

Boaz had never experienced such rage before. “Respect is earned, not driven,” FocalAI had said by mistake — well, here was an example: a rich man, furious at the wealth that had been driven away from him, showing no respect and running over everything in sight.

The junior programmers looked at Boaz in terror from their seats. His office door was open, but it was too late to close it, and the transatlantic reprimand spilled out from the phone screen onto his desk, to the floor, and seeped through the entire office like noxious mist. Embarrassing.

In the forced replay, he understood that maybe he had indeed gone too far and, without intending to, had publicly tarnished FocalAI’s reputation. “Roy, I’m really not sure it’s right for us to rely on the prophecies as the thing that sets the system — and us — apart from our competitors, because that’s mysticism. It’s not real. It doesn’t predict the future. What I meant on the show is that FocalAI is much more than these little limericks. The nation’s AI? I’m sure that’s not what our investors care about — they know it’s just marketing,” he said carefully, making sure not to use “gag” again.

“They want all the other real capabilities we’re working on. For example, we’re rolling out our latest module — the Information Hook. I think Gideon pitched it to you during the initial planning phase, which I believe could revolutionize the entire domain of online information retrieval. And next quarter, we’ve got a lot more in the pipeline. I’m just finishing the implementation document for migrating the server to the data center in Shoham, which you’ve already approved,” Boaz reminded him. “It’ll be a complex process — I’m sitting down with Gideon tomorrow when he gets back, so it’s important that we w—”

“There’s no tomorrow.”

“OK. I’ve already emailed him a preliminary version, but I want to polish it a bit more. I can finish it from home and send it tonight — it’s almost done.”

From his seat, Boaz saw the junior programmers’ attention begin to shift. Two people he did not know, dressed in black, walked with measured, deliberate steps toward his office. One of them held a cardboard box. Both wore earphones. Only when they entered the room did Boaz see the logo on their shirts: the letters “R” and “F,” intertwined with wings and a lock — Roy Fadlon Security Ltd.

What? “Roy, are you serious?”

“Listen to me, Boaz. I know this was your baby, but as they say, you threw the baby out with the bathwater. The damage you’ve caused is enormous. It takes years to build a brand — and just minutes to destroy one.”

Boaz recoiled at the use of “baby” to describe the relationship between the system and its developers, but now he focused on the past-tense phrasing — had Roy really said “was”? In the past?

“Any thought I might have had about an IPO has evaporated,” Roy continued, and for the first time in their conversation, genuine sorrow tinged his voice. “Right now, I need to send a message to the private investors that this matter has been handled — that we’ve done some serious cleanup to make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

“A cleanup? Because I’ve been sorting things out here for years, and I—”

“And you’ve been paid quite well for that work.”

Before Boaz could dwell on Roy’s continued use of the past tense, the owner summed up:

“I need you to turn in your employee badge, and the rest.”

It couldn’t be. “You’re firing me, Roy? Over a five-minute interview? You can’t do that!”

Boaz knew — theoretically — that these things happened, that people could lose their jobs with a mere flick of a switch (there were plenty of pathetic videos online). But this was not supposed to happen to him — not here, not now, and certainly not like this.

“Can’t I?” Roy repeated rhetorically. “Watch me. Take a few minutes to pack your personal belongings. I’ve already instructed the secretary to schedule a meeting with Gideon for a formal hearing and to finalize your severance.”

His tone made it clear to Boaz that a hearing was enough to leave Roy’s business conscience spotless.

The empty cardboard box was left on his desk. The taller of the security guards touched his earpiece and nodded, signaling to his partner, and both left the room, taking up position outside the office door with arms crossed.

“Hold on — he actually agreed to all of this? Gideon? Because it doesn’t seem like he—”

“Gideon and I are in sync. We’ll both do whatever’s necessary for the company’s best interests. Whatever’s necessary,” Roy repeated. “In fact, she’s already messaging me — the secretary,” he added, without bothering to call Hila by name or use her full job title. A slightly smug satisfaction crept into his voice — the company was still operating swiftly, despite the unexpected shock.

“So write this down, Boaz — tomorrow with Gideon, around noon your time. She’ll send you the exact details later.”

Everything was happening and spiraling too fast. The company’s best interests?

“Roy, do you remember what you said about me in front of the whole company during your last visit? ‘The perfect combination of brilliance and hard work, capable of making the impossible happen.’ And do you know how I remember all this? Because you had the quote printed and framed. It’s right here — on my desk. So I think I am the company’s best interest.”

“You still don’t get it. If they’d grilled you, trying to figure out how and why those prophecies even started — then maybe I’d get it. But all you had to do was say the obvious, eat a cookie, and take the ratings and applause. And again, I say: the system was your baby. And you’re a talented guy — no one doubts that.”

Again with the “baby,” Boaz thought.

“But you won’t market yourself even if your life depended on it. Maybe once, that was a valued trait. Today? Times have changed. The times changed a long time ago. The market is flooded, and you took the competitive edge we had, Boaz — the uniqueness — there, I remembered the damn word — and turned the mystery behind FocalAI’s limericks into a pile of potato peels. Just a gag, Jesus! So pack your personal belongings and please follow the security guards’ instructions. Whatever you need to say, say it to Gideon at your hearing.”

Boaz couldn’t hide his shock — from Roy, the security guards, or the junior programmers. A shock that overwhelmed and strangled everything. He had become so accustomed to this office, where he had spent a large part of the past few years, that now, as he scanned the room at the owner’s demand, it all felt like personal belongings — even the chair, the computer, the door, the window, the air, the time that had passed.

One of the guards looked at his watch. A muscle in his arm twitched. Boaz had no choice. He placed his employee badge on the desk. First, he packed the plain cardboard box with the photo of him and Liat in Rome. His palms trembled slightly. What else? On the desk: a self-contained succulent in a concrete pot. A trophy for “High-Potential Startup of the Year,” 2028. The framed “Making the Impossible Happen” manifesto from Roy. He left it out. In the drawers: certificates of excellence from his studies. The thermal coffee bottle he had received from the team as a birthday gift. The box filled up quickly.

The taller of the two guards said gruffly, with an outstretched hand: “The keys, the phone.” Was he serious?

“Roy,” Boaz urged. “Tell them to let me keep the car — for now.”

“There’s no ‘for now.’“

“How will I get to Tel Aviv from here?”

“You should’ve thought of that earlier.”

“What you’re doing isn’t legal.”

“Sue me.”

“Don’t be so sure I won’t.”

“Not if I sue you first.”

Boaz tried to maintain his composure. “So the phone, at least.”

“The software with all the code is on your device, Boaz. I wasn’t born yesterday. I’ve instructed my security guards to finish with this now. I really suggest you cooperate. I’m ending the call.”

He had probably ordered them to move forward the moment he hung up.

Even the shorter of the two was very tall.

With no choice, Boaz left the phone on his desk, alongside the car keys. He would not cling to the horns of the altar, nor to those of his office computer screen. Even the full cardboard box was left behind on the desk. He was not going to carry it all the way to Tel Aviv.

The guards moved in close, silently urging him to leave his office, following him like shadows. The shock paralyzed his thoughts. Boaz felt like a fired man walking. He could not believe this was happening.

The programmers tried to keep to their work, but their eyes followed him with a mix of fear, amusement, and pity. Maybe he should have thought of asking Dotan to call him a taxi, but everything had happened so quickly, and they were already at the elevator door. Boaz felt the guards’ breath on his back. How would he get home? And how would he tell Liat about all this? This was not how he had imagined the day ending.

At the door, he changed his mind — he did want his things, at least the photo from Rome. When he turned to go back, he collided with the locked logo on the guards’ chests.

It did not help that he explained. That he insisted. That he resisted.

When he tried to get past them to return to his office, they grabbed him with excessive force. One of them summoned the elevator with his wide thumb, and when it arrived — Boaz was thrown inside. His head slammed against the large mirror, and for a moment, his vision went dark.





Chapter 5

The Body of a Man

Boaz slowly pushed himself up from the elevator’s floor and assessed his condition in the mirror. He had taken a blow to the head, but it had left no visible mark.

The lobby was dimly lit and deserted, as it usually was at this time of day. He thought about all those hours that had drained away, poured straight into his work here with near-religious devotion. All those times he had come home so late, only a shower and sleep remained.

Maybe that was why Liat had so easily agreed to the relocation offer from MycroGem, even though she had worked there just as hard as he had here — he fully supported her decision — it was a one-time offer from an exceptional company, with a salary to match and an opportunity tailored to her strengths. Two years at the executive headquarters in Redmond, and then back. In the meantime (four months had already passed), they had agreed to maintain a long-distance relationship so he could also make the most of his own abilities, while focusing on FocalAI. That chapter, it seemed, had ended sooner than expected. He did not know how to tell her, or his parents — not even himself.

Right now, he focused on getting home, but even that simple, daily routine had suddenly lost its certainty.

It was already dark outside, and when he stepped into the open, he was not certain which way to turn. The peak of summer had passed, but the heavy humidity still hung in the air, and Boaz felt as if he were walking through a dense, unfamiliar jungle. In the employees’ parking lot, his car ignored his presence. It was not truly his, anyway. Nothing here belonged to him, he thought. Not even FocalAI — the code, after all, was owned by the company. By Roy.

And yet, Roy had no right to fire him like this.

Boaz was certain it was not legal. He knew he could find another job within a reasonable timeframe — his proven skills were in demand — but the insult, the anger, and the blow to his head had left him shaken. In the hearing with Gideon, he would try to overturn the decision and nullify the owner’s decree, but he promised himself he would not plead or beg.

The hearing. Roy’s shouting. In front of everyone. And the security guards. It had been humiliating. The impact had rattled both his body and soul. He passed by the car — unlit and indifferent — and walked to the end of the street, where another street lay ahead, weaving pointlessly through the warp and weft of the generic industrial area.

All the jokes about Petah Tikva he used to share with his brother now came back to haunt him. Never judge a city until you have walked its streets in a fired man’s shoes.

The horizon was lined with empty company parking lots, their cars having safely returned home for the night.

No bus stops. No taxis. No sign of life. With no other choice, he decided to return to the place he had come from, and back inside the elevator, his finger hovered over the floor numbers. Every office building is a variation on a corporate Tower of Babel. The FocalAI Software Systems offices were on the fourth floor. Above them, on the fifth, was Roy’s security company — both now off-limits to Boaz, of course. Below, the third floor housed a law firm, and the second, an accountants’ office. Boaz paused on both, hoping to find a way to call a rescue taxi.

The offices were deserted. Half-past seven in the evening — the twilight zone hour beyond the limits of the non-high-tech world.

On the first floor resided a lively, noisy call center, operating in shifts — the lights were on, but despite his knocking and ringing the bell, no one answered.

The artificial intelligence had not predicted any of this in its prophecy. He knew he was right — everything he had said on the TV show was true — but maybe he would try anyway? The door was secured with a code. The last limerick from FocalAI had included only one digit: Among the threads, three arise — Boaz remembered the line the TV host had chosen and tapped three, then again, then once more, and finally a last three.

Nothing happened, as expected — the door did not budge. Reluctantly, he stepped back outside.

Now he turned left. His head ached, and without his phone, without help navigating from FocalAI, without even the ability to use Google Maps — he had no idea which direction to take. This sleepy town had turned into a nightmare — a maze of dark matter, tangled and suburban.

He walked endlessly, in vain — not even in circles, but in squares. No cars passed, no birds chirped, no stars fell, no wanderers wandered by. He did not even know the name of the street he was on. All these years, this cluster of routes had been nothing more than a link between the highway and the office parking lot — and back again.

In his mind, he broadcast a particularly grim news flash: “The body of a man, approximately thirty-nine years and four months old, showing signs of severe violence, was found last night in the industrial area of Petah Tikva, on…”

Well? What was the name of this street? Only now did he realize the setting around him had changed — and for the worse.

No more neatly arranged parking lots, nor towering office buildings. Now came factories, crouched low beside garages, metal sheds, and shipping containers. Boaz walked between steel containers and industrial dumpsters. He had strayed off course.

His head was throbbing and spinning. When he heard a blast, he assumed he had imagined it. But if he had not, the echo bouncing off the surrounding containers made it impossible to pinpoint where the shot had come from — if there had been one at all. This was the last thing he needed. As a precaution, he ducked into a clearing between the crates.

When he saw the hand holding the gun, he realized he had accidentally approached the source of the outburst instead of distancing himself from it.

It was too late to retreat.





Chapter 6

Deceit!

A gun?

Where had he ended up now? What more could happen on this darkening day, already marking itself as the black sheep of his calendar?

Instinctively, he raised his hands.

Instinctively, the policewoman swiveled hers, the weapon aimed at him. For a moment, she seemed as confused as he was. Her hair was long, pulled back tightly, and her outstretched arm signaled Boaz to join the two people already standing before her. At first glance, she seemed stubborn but fair. Perhaps he should turn and flee. Would she shoot him in the back?

In Boaz’s view, life was not so different from a flowchart: a network of decision points. On the surface, this gave structure and order. When one reached such a junction — whether the flowchart had already been set out (and God not a DJ but a senior programmer?) or was being paved anew for each person according to their choices — one would contemplate, decide, and proceed. But the problem was that people were too slow and shortsighted. Decisions were often not well thought out — merely gambles or gut instincts.

Adrenaline flooded his body, unbidden and without warning. Boaz did not flee.

“Lilith! Thou art a witch! Dost thou slay me with thy signs and enchantments? Is this the truth of the matter?” The speaker — one of the two standing before the policewoman — grabbed his exposed arm, and when Boaz reluctantly approached him, he saw blood dripping from it onto the asphalt. It looked real, though the two were likely wearing costumes.

He was not afraid for his life at that moment, only troubled by the delay in getting home. His heart pounded, and so did his head, and at this decision point, he obeyed the barrel of the gun — as long as he was not sure it was only a prop.

The wounded man had a wild expression. His gaze was resolute, a strip of white linen tied with a string across the forehead, partially covering curly hair that reached the shoulders and framed a scruffy beard. It was clear he worked out regularly — impressive arm muscles, and the short tunic he wore, made of rough cloth, revealed strong, powerful thighs. He was clad in the attire of an ancient warrior, garments adorned with orthodox tzitzit fringes and leather armor, its metal scales laid across the chest. A formidable sword was drawn, firmly gripped in his uninjured hand. Moonlight glinted off the blade.

Between him and Boaz, another man was huddled, wearing a three-piece suit. He was trim and short, holding a top hat. Movements were quick and sharp, hair neatly combed with a part in the middle, and a sparse beard with the ends of a thin, stylized mustache curled upward and waxed. Occasionally, he muttered to himself in a foreign tongue, gaze fixed on the policewoman’s gun.

Boaz thought she, too, was wearing a costume. Those light blue uniforms had long since fallen out of use — police officers wore dark blue, right? It was probably an ad, and he wagered it was for insurance — health, or life. After all, they had ways of simulating dripping blood convincingly, and the three actors seemed believable enough. He tried to spot the camera. Even though he did not want to be part of another TV adventure, he knew there was no production smoke without a taxi’s backfire — the crew had to be transported somehow, and this might bring him closer to the longed-for way home.

The fact that he had encountered three people did not escape his notice, and he thought again about the last limerick from FocalAI. “Among the threads, three arise”? That was odd — and it eased his mind when they multiplied. A scream escaped the man with the top hat, followed by a string of loud, foreign words as he fidgeted and stamped in place. Boaz recognized “Oy vey!” and several “Mon Dieu!”

The policewoman drew her flashlight, and in its beam, a homeless man, previously hidden in the shadows, blinked. Apparently disturbed from his sleep, he now clung to the shiny shoes of the man with the top hat. It was unclear who was more frightened.

The brute, in biblical sandals, raised his leg threateningly, and the homeless man howled, retreating on his knees into the darkness until his back pressed against the dumpster behind. At least now there were four of them, not three as in the limerick — that was what he tried to tell Roy — there was no such thing as a free prophecy. “Is this a commercial for something?” Boaz asked. “Are you filming?” He tried again to spot production signs or hear a welcome “Cut!” He really deserved a break on a day like this.

“For real?” said the policewoman. “A commercial for what, exactly?”

“Isn’t it? It’s a real gun? And you’re a real cop?”

“Seriously asking me that? Yes, the gun’s real, I’m real, and the flashlight’s real too.” She returned it to her belt, not before intentionally blinding Boaz — and from her shirt pocket she pulled out an ID and handed it to him, her gun still drawn and aimed.

“Lilith!” the bleeding man repeated. The pain was evident on his face.

“Je me suis perdu,” muttered the dandy, trying to keep equal distance from the wounded and the homeless, his eyes pleading as he turned to Boaz. “Je me suis perdu.”

“I don’t understand,” Boaz told him, making a hand gesture. “Sorry, I don’t understand.”

“Je me suis perdu — he says he’s lost his way,” the policewoman translated. “But he should take a number. He’s not the only one.”

“Is that French? Do you speak Fr—?”

“From home. Moroccan family background,” she said, as if Boaz should care about things like ethnic origin. “I think,” she added quietly, almost to herself.

Boaz looked at the ID she had shown him. “Mazal Alalouf?”

“That’s what I believe only my father calls me, and only when he’s upset. My name is Mazi. At least I know that much,” she added.

“I’m Boaz.”

“Nice to meet you.” Mazi smiled for the first time.

“Not as nice, though, when your gun is still drawn. Did you really shoot him?” Boaz nodded cautiously toward the wounded man.

“First, ask if he tried to attack me with his sword, huh?” She turned to him, illustrating with quick gestures.

“Deceit!” he thundered at her. “A man of peace am I, yet she hath raised her hand against me, and hath fallen into wrath, for she is full of deceit. And she hath rained upon me fire and brimstone. Ye are my witnesses!”

“That’s how he speaks,” Mazi said. Maybe it was not an ad after all, Boaz thought. Maybe it was a rehearsal for some new show? A historical epic about three or four generations of… blah-blah-blah?

“Well, I really don’t know what’s going on with you all or what this is all about, but I’m here by mistake,” Boaz said. “So if you don’t mind, I’d like to leave, because this day hasn’t been great.”

“No one moves until I understand exactly what’s going on here.”

Boaz flipped the policewoman’s ID. It had expired in 1988, but he handed it back without saying anything. The gun didn’t seem expired, and the policewoman’s hand was still restless.

The brute groaned in pain and sat down. The homeless man bared his teeth, perhaps thinking the intruder was claiming his spot. But the wounded man ignored him, groaning as his face contorted. Blood continued to drip down his arm.

“If this is real, we should take him to the hospital,” Boaz said.

Mazi thought for a moment, furrowing her brow, then moved the gun away and finally returned it to its holster. She slowly approached the bleeding man, signaling for peace with her hands. Gently, she knelt and carefully examined his wound while he growled and grumbled.

“It needs cleaning and bandaging,” she agreed. “But the bullet passed through. He’ll be fine. He looks strong.”

She spoke as if she had just met him minutes ago. Maybe that was how professional actors behaved on set? Perhaps the policewoman’s insistence that everything was real was her way of getting into character?

Boaz was not sure.

“And if we take him to the hospital, Internal Affairs will start asking questions,” she continued. “And I need to figure out first what’s going on in this scene. Where are we, even?”

A scene, Boaz thought — did she mean police or staged? “I’m not exactly sure about the street,” he replied.

“What city?” she pressed, impatience edging into her voice. “What place?”

A strange question. She did not seem drunk or high, but if he focused on everything that was odd right now, he would never get out of this situation.

“Petah Tikva,” he answered simply, and the policewoman nodded.

“Who lives close by?” she asked the others, translating her words into French for the man with the top hat.

When she got an answer, she shook her head.

“What’s he saying?” Boaz asked.

“That he’s from Paris, but that’s the easy part. If I understood correctly, he’s claiming not to be from here at all. I mean, not from now. He says he’s from 1890. One-eight-nine-zero,” she sighed sharply. “I’m surrounded by lunatics.”

Boaz hesitated, unsure whether to tell her. Did it even matter? After all, there are nostalgic ads and shows, aren’t there? Nostalgia and futurism — both are marketable. He decided to say it anyway:

“You know your ID expired in 1988, right?”

“So?” Mazi asked. “There’s still plenty of time. The station automatically renews when necessary.”





Chapter 7

He Knows Him

“So?” he repeated.

They were really pretty convincing actors. Or maybe he was the one surrounded by lunatics. Or maybe Roy’s security guards had hit him harder than he thought. Or…

“So I was born in nineteen ninety,” he announced slowly, cautiously. “Which makes me thirty-nine, give or take.”

Mazi squinted. “For real?”

“Look—” Boaz slowly pulled his wallet from his jeans pocket, careful not to make any sudden moves. He showed her his driver’s license, pointing at its expiration date. Then his company prepaid meal card, and the year it was issued.

“Hold on — what year do you say it is right now?” she asked warily.

When he answered, she fell silent. When she asked if he was absolutely certain it was not 1985, he frowned and asked if she was feeling alright. She did not respond.

“Do you know how you got here?” he asked.

“No. And that’s what’s driving me mad,” she admitted. “How does this ‘Lucien’ — that’s what he says his name is — remember Paris from a hundred years ago, while I remember nothing? Not how I got here, not where I was before. Nothing. I don’t understand.”

“So this really isn’t a commercial or a TV show?”

Her sharp look was an unequivocal no.

Alright then. What’s going on here? A Parisian from the nineteenth century. A cop from the ‘80s. And this man in armor — the biblical one? Even jokes do not start with a setup like that. Did it mean that he and this homeless guy — wearing a T-shirt with LA28 — last year’s Olympic logo — were the only ones from here and now?

And unlike in the Easy Does It panel, this time he seemed to be the oldest. Mazi and the biblical man looked to be in their early thirties, maybe late twenties. Lucien and the homeless guy seemed even younger, though it was hard to tell in the dim light.

But really? The Bible. The eighteen hundreds. And what did she say — 1985?

For now, Boaz tried to piece together the rules of time travel, drawing from the movies and TV shows he liked. Only two came to mind: do not mess with your grandmother, and do not make your mother fall in love with you. Probably best to avoid the other way around too. Not that he believed the policewoman’s story. But what choice did he have other than to keep speaking with these people? For the first time in ages, he felt as if, this evening, he was being swept into his own tangled flowchart.

FocalAI could help now. Very much so.

“The plane of time is not so plain.” It was hard to ignore the eerie parallels between its last prophecy and what was playing out around him. But was he forcing the limerick onto reality? Just like that movie director had said? Because this was absurd. Even unimaginable.

He had to connect to the artificial intelligence system soon — but for that, he needed a phone or had to get back to his home computer. Being cut off was unbearable.

Could it be that the code he had written during kitchen duty on a forsaken army base two decades ago had manifested? In what way?

The rhyme that foretold his own future had come true completely, sure, but you did not need extraordinary intelligence — artificial or otherwise — to predict that:

“Boaz kept coding away,

In high-tech he’ll surely stay.”

What about the rest of his fellow recruits, and the old limericks assigned to them? Had he really created some kind of prophetic model? FocalAI’s code was not mystical — he was certain of it.

He had never thought to check whether the other rhymes printed in that end-of-training yearbook had come true. (Who even knew where that book was now?) And why would he? He could not recall any more limericks from it, and could barely remember his fellow recruits — let alone what had become of them.

Well, there was one — Dror, whom he had gotten along with. And some unbearable guy named Ron. He remembered those two, but not their limericks. And, of course, he had not kept in touch with them after all these years.

Maybe he would check later, when he finally got home. So strange. The Vision of Dry Bones — in a potato-peelings version?

The wounded man shifted with a pained groan.

“Bring me water,” he murmured. “Give me to drink
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