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About the Author

This is an invented story.

All characters and events are a product of the author's fantasy and have nothing to do with reality...

Or maybe not!

The year was 2022.

Ivan visited his elderly parents in his father's house in a small, picturesque Bulgarian village. He parked his car before the gate and saw his mother tending to the vegetable garden.

'Hello, mother!'

'Hello, Ivan! I'm so glad to see you. You haven't come for two weeks.'

'We talk to each other every day, don't we? I can only come sometimes. How is dad? Is he okay?'

'The old man is doing quite well. He does the same thing every day, as you know. He is strong as a bull for a 97-year-old. How are you? What are Maria and the children doing?'

'We are all fine. As you know, this is the end of Vanessa's second year at university, and she wants to get together with her classmates and have a party at your place next weekend.'

'No problem, I will cook and welcome them like princes and princesses, and they will have a great time.'

A tall, slim, white-haired older man came out of the house with a pipe in hand.

'Hello, son,' his father greeted him.

'Hello, Dad. I just asked Mom about Vanessa's party here. You don't mind, do you?'

'Of course, I don't mind...And I know what to do - not to show myself or speak.'

'Don't start again. You have a great sense of humor, but don't fill their heads with nonsense. Refrain from fascinating them with your invented adventure treasures and relics...'

'They are not treasures.'

'I don't know what they are, but because of you, my daughter went to study Archeology instead of graduating from medicine school and becoming a doctor like her parents. A long time ago, you tried to enchant me with your fairy tales and stories of searching for something that doesn't exist.'

'And how exactly did I do that? How did I ruin your life? I have paid the fees for your studies - even though I was against medicine, you chose it.'

At that moment, Grandma Vessela interrupted them:

'Stop arguing, you two. The important thing is that we are alive and well. We will welcome the children properly, and your father will behave. How many people are we expecting next Friday? I need to know to prepare the food and organize things in advance.'

'I don't know. Vanessa will call you for the details. By the way, I have to go because I have a lot of work to do. Goodbye.'

'Goodbye.'

On the following day, Grandpa Ivaylo's phone rang.

'Hello, Vanessa.'

'Hello, grandpa! How are you and Grandma doing? What are you doing? Has dad asked you about the party?'

'Yes, he has. Of course, you can come. You need to tell us how many people are coming to prepare everything.'

'I love you so much, Grandpa! There will be ten of us, I think. I am so glad that I will be able to introduce you to my classmates, and we will talk to my beloved grandfather, who got me passionate about archaeology.'

'I'm sorry, Vanessa, but your father told me not to talk to you or show myself. The most important thing is that we'll see each other. Bye, Vanessa.'

'Goodbye, grandpa.'

The long-awaited day has come, and Grandma Vessy is eager to see her granddaughter. She woke at 4:00 a.m. to make the dough for mekitsi, pie, pancakes, buns, and many delicious things because the children had to arrive around 10:00 a.m. She had taken out the meat for the grill. She was boiling beans for her unique recipe, baked beans, and washing the vegetables for 3-4 types of salads and some fruits for fruit salads. The preparation was like welcoming the Pope, or, in other words, Grandma Vessy's welcome. At a given moment, around 9 o'clock, she looked towards the end of the kitchen and saw Grandpa Ivo sitting quietly and drinking his coffee.

'How long have you been here?'

'For about an hour.'

'Why didn't you say something or give me a sign that you were here? You are drinking coffee quietly, and you don't smoke.'

'I tried not to show myself because you would have given me some work. By the way, you are doing very well, and I will help you by giving you some advice. Now I'm going to light my pipe.'

'Yes, yes, I know; I'm just asking you not to carry away with your adventures.'

'No, I've already given up. Would you like some sex?'

'What are you smoking?'

A horn sounds.

'The children are coming. Quickly!' Grandma Vessy warned him.

'All right. I'll hide.'

A van stopped at the gate, and the children got off. Vanessa was first, and she immediately ran to her grandmother and hugged her.

'Hello, grandma!'

'Hi, Vanessa! Welcome everyone!'

Grandma Vessy looked at the group - how colorful it was! It was as if people from all over the world had come to the yard of the two hospitable older people.

'Grandma, these are my friends and fellow students. Let me introduce you to Igor from Russia.'

A tall, slender, fair-haired young man with warm brown eyes offered his hand to the older woman.

'And this is Kia, my roommate from Jamaica.'

Grandma Vessy examined the exotic, beautiful mulatto from head to toe, with a gazelle-like body. She rushed to hug Nessa's Grandma.

'Nessa has told me so much about you! It's an honor to meet you.'

Behind Kia was a short Asian man, sportily dressed.

It was Sun from Korea. While unloading the heavy luggage from the car, a true giant, standing over two meters tall with broad shoulders, shouted out:

'Hey, Nessa, aren't you going to introduce me too?'

'There's no way I could miss you, being a giant!' - Nessa laughed. 'Grandma, let me introduce you to Goran from Serbia.'

After that, the granddaughter introduced her friends from Bulgaria, Peter, and Maria, but there were three more from the group that Grandma Vessy looked at with curiosity over her glasses. Catherine from France was a thin, elegant, petite girl with long chestnut hair. A complete contrast was the sportily dressed, dark-skinned Natalie from the USA, with a wide smile. The quiet, short young man Ali from Egypt completed the colorful palette of Vanessa's friends.

'Friends, this is my grandmother Vessela.'

'Hello!'

'Hello, children! It's a pleasure to meet you, and welcome! Nessa, we only have four guest rooms, so you'll have to decide who will stay with whom, how, why, and how many people will share a room. Everything was ready: rooms, bed sheets, towels, slippers, food, and drinks. Come in and have breakfast, as I've made banitsa, mekitsi, and other treats. There will be moussaka and tarator for lunch and for dinner, grilled meat, salad, and beans.'

'Thanks, Granny! Where's Grandpa?'

'In his room. You know him; he has always been shy, and your father also told him not to show too much. Make yourselves comfortable, kids, and have fun; if you need anything, call me. You'll grill the meat yourselves.'

After Grandma Vessela entered the house, Vanessa and her friends began unloading their luggage and settling into their rooms. They enjoyed the delicious breakfast and then had coffee. Later, they had lunch, laughed, and had a great time. After lunch, some took a nap to rest, while others splashed around in the pool. In the evening, they lit a fire for grilling. Everyone gathered around the fire, preparing the steaks, and Peter took out his guitar. While waiting, they sang, had fun, and drank beer, cocktails, and strong drinks. Around ten o'clock in the evening, the dog started barking cheerfully, and Vanessa noticed that Grandpa Ivo was coming home after playing cards with the neighbors.

'Hello, Grandpa! Where did you disappear? I haven't seen you all day... I love you very much!'

'Hello, Nessa! I love you too!

'Grandpa, sit with us, and let me introduce you to my friends! Grab a beer; here are some appetizers. Stay with us for a while!'

Grandpa Ivo sat in the corner of the bench, opened his beer, and lit his pipe. At that moment, as there was a fuss, suddenly everyone fell silent and stared at the older man. All that they could hear was the crackling of wood in the fire. After a few minutes of complete silence, the Korean student Sun broke the silence:

'Hi, Grandpa Ivo! It's a pleasure to meet you. Vanessa has told us a lot about you and what made her passionate about archaeology. She has spent hours and even days telling us about your research, quests, and adventures. She said you'd been searching all your life for something and were very close to finding it. Would you tell us what it's all about?'

Grandpa Ivo looked at everyone, took a sip of his beer, smoked his pipe, and said,

'If you want me to tell you my story, I have to tell you the whole of it, from the beginning to the end... Are you ready?'

'Yes, we're ready!' said everyone.

At that moment, the older man got up and headed towards the house with a brisk step. In ten minutes, he returned with a bottle of whiskey, a box of Havana cigars, and a huge folder. He sat back on the bench, poured himself a drink, lit a cigar, and began his story:

'Many years ago, my friend's great-grandmother found a small chest in a cave. Inside, she discovered some wooden planks with strange figures carved on them. She took them to her husband, and he took them to the town teacher to learn more about them.

The year was 1866. The teacher, the priest, and the town's mayor researched and discovered that the carvings were pictograms - some hieroglyphs dating back thousands of years. They returned the planks to him and advised him to consult a local cryptographer. Grandfather Govo went to see the man, and he identified the script as Sinaitic writing, dating back from around 1600 to 1800 BC. After several weeks of reading, he deciphered that it described a location where he must find another letter or instructions. The place was called Djaya. My friend's great-grandfather didn't see the meaning, but he wrote it down and put it in a chest of drawers. After a few years, my friend's father, Itso, found those notes and began searching. He discovered that Djaya was a peak in New Guinea, in the western part of the Pacific Ocean. He had the funds, gathered three more friends, and embarked on the journey.

After many hardships – the journey, the heat, the heavy rain, the mosquitoes, and the ants - they reached the mentioned peak and discovered a scroll hidden in a hole in the rock. This scroll contained two sheets, resembling cardboard but not quite. One sheet provided instructions for the journey and possible obstacles, written in some strange script, while the other contained only numbers indicating the location of the next destination. At that point, Uncle Itso gave up but told my friend Joro everything. When I was 25 years old, Joro was 20. He showed me the notes, and I became highly intrigued. I also sparked his interest. We began researching and discovered that the script on the first sheet was Hittite, from sometime before 1600 BC.

There were instructions again for specific steps during the journey. As for the second sheet with the numbers, we hit a roadblock. It took us a year and a half to realize that it referred to the name of a book – e.g., page, line, and letter. We tried it with the Bible, and things worked out. It turned out that the following location was Baffin Island, in the northern part of Canada - Nunavut. I was twenty-eight years old at the time. In 1953, we set off for Canada. The journey was inspiring. My adrenaline was so high that I was jumping all the time. We arrived in the summer. We asked the locals to take us to this uninhabited island, but they categorically refused because they believed ghosts inhabited it.

We rented a boat, and we set off for Nunavut. We arrived in the evening with one backpack, each with the essentials. We lit a fire and cooked some meat and mushrooms we had found there. During the night, we woke up with severe discomfort and vomiting from the mushrooms we had eaten. We were hallucinating strange things. We understood why the locals spoke of spirits.

Nevertheless, we entered one of the caves and found ourselves in something like a labyrinth. We were almost lost. Then, in a fit of anger, Joro threw a stone, which ricocheted and hit another rock on the wall, causing it to move.

We pushed the stone, and a hole opened up, through which I went. I was skinny, and I managed to pass through it. However, Joro was quite burly and couldn't make it. Inside, I found a wooden chest containing two more scrolls. One was in a different language, and the other consisted of numbers again. They were similar to the first letter: 28-4-6-21-17-6-1-13-5-6-4-22, and so on. This time, for decryption, we turned to the Quran and succeeded. We deciphered that it referred to the village of Cherrapunji in India. That was our next destination. On the other scroll, we solved that it was some Cuneiform script dating back to 4000 ago. And here comes the most exciting part. We had the first and second scrolls analyzed by a specialist to determine the year of the paper and ink. The results were shocking. 

The ink was around forty-two thousand years old. So was the paper. But how could something written forty-two thousand years ago match the Bible and the Quran, which were written two thousand years ago?'

The older man poured himself another fifty grams, lit a second cigar, and continued his story:

'We went to India in 1956. We arrived in the village of Cherrapunji in April. They called it the rainiest place on Earth. And it was true! I had never had so much rain in my life. We were soaked to the skin. Once again, inside a cave, we found a leather bag with many sheets of paper.'

Thirteen sheets were written in proto-Sinai script, which once again contained travel instructions, challenges, and advice. And there were two sheets with numbers.'

At this point, the older man paused, stroking his beard. The silence was interrupted by Kia:

'Grandpa Ivо, we didn't understand what treasure it is about?'

'Oh, dear, it's not a treasure! It's about a portal, a passage through time. A portal that can transport you through time and allow you to witness the creation of Earth and mankind. You can see the creator - God!'

'Please continue the story,' urged Sun.

Grandpa Ivо continued:

'I deciphered all the scripts - Cuneiform, Sinai, and proto-Sinai. I have written over two hundred pages that can be used as a guidebook for other dimensions. It describes the difficulties and obstacles you may encounter during the journey. It states that one must pass through six portals to reach the end. The problem is that I don't know where to start. Where is the first portal, here and now? The last two pages, with numbers indicating the first portal, need more decipherable. I have tried everything.'

'Do these numbers match any book, script, language, or alphabet?' asked Peter.

Grandfather Ivo, rubbing his forehead, said:

'There is no such logic for an alphabet, writing, or books, my children. You can't decipher something with just ones and zeros.'

Suddenly, those who had drunk more sobered up. There was whispering and buzzing among the students. Then Igor asked the older man,

'Grandfather Ivo, do you have the sheets with the numbers here?'

"I have them; here, they are laminated so they won't fall apart."

The older man took out laminated sheets and paper copies of the same sheets but with better quality. He handed them to Vanessa and waited with eyes wide open. Vanessa took them and started looking at them with her fellow students.

'Grandpa, have you heard of the computer?' Ali asked.

'I have heard... Well, what about it?'

'Do you know how it works? What is the principle behind making programs?'

'Well, I'm not an expert, but what does the computer have to do with deciphering?'

'Grandpa, all programs on the computer are written with zeros and ones.' Vanessa continued. 'I think we can figure it out. Now go to bed, and Maria - our computer genius - will try deciphering the code, and we'll talk again tomorrow.'

'Alright, Nessa, I'll go to bed, but I doubt I'll be able to sleep. Goodnight, all!'

The following day, around noon, almost everyone gathered around the table to have lunch. Grandma Vessy had made the famous "shkembe chorba" with vinegar and garlic, which was the perfect remedy for people who had drunk all night. At one point, Maria joined the group, carrying two pages. Grandfather Ivo, seeing Maria, quickly joined the children and impatiently asked with eager eyes:

'Maria, did you manage to figure something out?'

Maria began:

'Here are two pages. The first one is a map or satellite image of the place where the portal is potentially located. Interestingly, according to the code, the geographic coordinates indicate it's in Bulgaria. Here, you can see the pinpoint on the satellite image referring to the Western Balkan Mountain range. I discovered the place was called "Temnata Dupka" (The Dark Hole) in the Lakatnik Rocks. On the other page, I read that it's not precisely inside the cave but about 160 meters to the east, where there should be a small opening, around fifty by fifty centimeters. Getting inside is challenging, but then it should expand.

It says you have to crawl slightly to the left for about fifty-five meters. Then there is a fork. You continue along the left fork until you reach a specific hall about six by eight meters in size. The entire gallery is filled with stalactites and stalagmites. One of the stalactites plays the role of a key, opening a wall and revealing a passage to a tunnel about two hundred and fifty meters long. At the tunnel's end, another significantly larger hall should be. It's about one hundred by two hundred meters wide. At the hall's end is a vertical and bottomless abyss, more than five hundred meters. You need to descend into the abyss with a rope precisely seventy-two meters, with an opening of about seventy by one hundred centimeters.

Once again, you enter a small tunnel and crawl for about seventeen meters. You reach a triple fork: right, left, and downward. You go downwards, and... Here the notes end.'

'Thank you, Maria!' said the old man. 'From there, I have instructions from the first scroll,' he added.

Grandfather Ivo stood up and walked towards the house. Then everyone shouted after him:

'Grandpa, come back, come back, and show us the rest of the notes! Grandpaaa!'

The older man turned around and said,

'I'm sorry, children! It is my life's work! I have spent my whole life trying to decipher the portal's location! Furthermore, in the other notes, it says that it's hazardous. Nessa, I promised your father not to involve you in this. I have to go alone and solve the mystery. Thank you! Goodbye! Arrivederci!'

The older man returned to his attic office and locked himself in. The students' party lasted all day and into the night. They were somewhat disappointed with the outcome, but the adrenaline from the stories they had heard made them feel excited and in a good mood. They spent the whole night discussing what they had heard. They were talking over each other. Somewhere around three past midnight, Natalie said:

'Nessa, you must enter your grandfather's room and take all his notes!'

'Do you want me to steal them?' Vanessa asked.

'Yes, otherwise he will leave on his own, and he will die. He won't get anywhere, but he will also lose the notes. If you take them within a week, we can organize to find the portal within a month.

'I don't know. I'm not sure if it's right.'

The following Sunday, after breakfast, the children said goodbye to Grandma Vessy. They got in the van and left. The older man was still in his office and didn't show up. Vanessa returned home and started unpacking her luggage, but her mind was on the weekend. She had been carried away and shut off from the world when her father, Ivan, brought her back to reality.

‘Nessa, Nessa...’

‘Yes, Dad?’

'I called you five times, and you didn't answer. Is everything okay? Did you have a good time?'

'Yes, Dad, everything is fine! We had a great time. It was unforgettable.'

'Nessa, you seem upset. Could it be that my father has been talking nonsense to you? Has he been sharing his fantasies with the other children?'

'Dad, stop with your obsession! Everything was fine. Grandpa is your father. Yes, he told us the whole story from beginning to end, and my classmates and I learned the entire history from him. By the way, you don't even know what it is.'  'I knew it! I shouldn't have let you go there. I will call him now and scold him, and you won't go there anymore!'

'Dad, I'm twenty-one years old, and I decide where to go.'

At that moment, Ivan's phone rang. He answered and remained silent the whole time, only mumbling, "Yes... yes... yes... I'm coming.'

He hung up the phone and said to Vanessa:  

'Your grandfather had a stroke, and he is in hospital... He's in a coma. Are you coming?'

'Of course!' she replied.

Ivan, Vanessa, Maria (Ivan's wife), and Kaloyan (Vanessa's brother) arrived at the hospital. They entered Grandpa Ivaylo's room. Grandma Vessy greeted them with eyes full of tears.

'Hello, children! I'm sorry...' she said.

'Mother, what happened?' Ivan asked.

'I don't know. He told me he had to travel for personal matters.'

'We had a terrible argument, and he just collapsed on the ground... I know he's quite old, but he is my soul. He is the greatest man in the world. Our love is immeasurable. I'm sure he'll live past a hundred, so I'm not ready to let him go. I won't let him go. At noon, I had a nap and dreamt... Vaptsarov! He often recited it to me.'

'I'm sorry, Mother! How can we help?'

'Look, children, I'll stay with him until he recovers, so someone needs to take care of the dogs and the cats and look after the house, at least for a week.'

'No problem, Grandma. I'll go. It's my summer holiday, and I'll manage. We'll talk every day.'

After visiting the hospital, Vanessa packed her suitcase and headed to her grandfather's house. She took clothes, her phone and charger, her laptop, money, and cosmetics, and stopped at the local store and bought groceries for the week. Nessa arrived in the evening, and the dogs greeted her with joy. She unloaded her luggage, prepared food for the dogs and the cats, poured herself a glass of whiskey, sat on the veranda, and stared at the sunset. Although Vanessa was worried for her grandfather, she felt the silence and the beauty of nature. She looked at the two clouds against the sunset and saw a sign in them. She took her phone immediately and called Peter.

'Hello, Peter! It's Vanessa.'

'Hey, Nessa! What's going on?'

'I need a friend. Grandpa is in hospital; he fell into a coma. It's really tough for me... Can you come to his house?'

'I'm coming right away. Just let me grab some clothes. I'll start the car and be there in an hour.'

'Thank you! I'll be waiting for you.'

Peter arrived at 10 p.m. He unloaded his luggage and hugged Vanessa. He brought two large pizzas and two beers and said, 

'Nessa, let's eat, drink, and talk. Everything will be fine.'

They sat under the grapevine arbor, poured themselves drinks, and started talking under the stars. The hours passed, and under the influence of alcohol, they found themselves in each other's arms and their lips touching. While passionately kissing, Vanessa gradually found herself without clothes. Then Peter carried her to the bedroom on the second floor. He laid her on the large bed, took out aromatic oil from his bag, and gave her a full-body massage. It was her first time experiencing such a sensation. Her body quivered with pleasure. His hands moved slowly and skillfully as if he were a pro on her electrified body.

At that moment, he took off his clothes, and their bodies merged. They experienced simultaneous, overwhelming pleasure.

The following day, Peter woke up feeling blissfully weak and in love. He looked at the space beside him in bed, but Vanessa wasn't there. He got dressed and went downstairs. He entered the kitchen and saw her making pancakes and French toast. He approached her, embraced her, and kissed her.

'Hello, Nessa! How are you? How was your sleep?' he asked.

'Hello, my dear! I'm great. I didn't sleep. You know why, and I thank you for it,' she replied.

'Oh, really? That's fantastic,' Peter responded.

Vanessa continued:

'Let's have breakfast, drink our coffee, and then go to Grandpa's study to see what we can find.'

After breakfast, the two of them headed towards the attic. Peter climbed up first but noticed that it was locked.

'It's locked, Nessa. How are we going to get in?' he asked.

'Don't worry, Grandpa and I are the only ones with a key to this study,' she replied.

They entered the study and found an incredible mess. There were cutouts from old newspapers, letters, pages with notes, ancient writings, old maps, routes, and more everywhere. There was a bed at the end of the small room, and next to it was a small table.

At the other end, there was a large wooden desk. Above it, the wall was covered with various pictograms, hieroglyphs, and maps. The desk had three drawers and a compartment with a small door. The drawers were also messy: cigarettes, cigars, tobacco, matches, paper clips, buttons, and other small items. However, the compartment with the small door was locked. They began a thorough search for the key. They searched every corner of the room - under the bed, behind the desk, behind the door, above the window, under the table - and found nothing. Peter started taking out the drawers. As he removed the third one, he noticed a small door at the bottom that slid aside. Inside, they found the key. 

They unlocked the compartment door and found all the essential documents. There was a sizeable A4-sized notebook with around two hundred pages written by the older man.

'What should we do?' Peter asked.

'I'll start reading Grandpa's notes, and you call the others to come. And make some strong coffee, please,' Vanessa replied.

Peter went downstairs, placed the coffee maker on the stove, and took the phone.

In the evening, around eight p.m., the group arrived in Igor's van. They unloaded their groceries and luggage. Goran asked, 

'Where's Vanessa?'

'She's been inside, reading her grandfather's notes since morning. I'll call her now,' Peter replied.

'You, guys, settle in.'

Goran interrupted him, 

'Hey, dude, aren't you and Vanessa together?'

'Well... yeah, I guess,' Peter hesitated.

'Bravo! Have you had sex yet?' Goran asked.

'Come on, man! That's none of your business. It's not the most important thing... Yes,' Peter admitted.

Soon, Sun chimed in, 

'You know Goran; he's a bit of a simpleton. Not the brightest bulb in the box.'

'You better keep quiet, little Chinese guy!' Goran shouted.

'I'm Korean, Ko-re-an!'

'Sorry, but you all look the same to me,' Goran replied.

Ali joined in,

'Goran, don't be angry! That's different from how you show intelligence. If you have any...'

'...said Ali Baba. Where are your forty thieves?' Goran replied, bursting into laughter.

'You didn't get the joke, Goran,' Kia judged.

'On the contrary, I know you like me. Look how you look at me lustfully.'

'I've never looked at you lustfully, but Catherine, she has a crush on you,' Maria said.

'That's complete nonsense. Goran isn't my type, and I'm not his. He's into mulatto girls,' Catherine remarked.

Kia continued, 

'He may be into me, but I'm not into giants. See, Igor is my type.'

'Oops, Igor, you're in trouble, bro!' Goran laughed.

'Stop with the nonsense!' Igor interrupted them with annoyance. 'We came here for serious matters. Behave yourselves; you're not fifteen years old.'

'Oh, Mr. Serious, just a few jokes!' Natalie replied. 'I like Balkan people because they have a sense of humor.'

Maria interrupted them,

'Remember that we're here for something serious, and if we want to succeed, we need to stop with the flirting,' Maria said.

'...said Granny Mara the dreadful...' Sun added.

'Well done, little Chinese guy, keep it up!' Goran encouraged him.

'I'm Korean, Ko-re-an!' Sun replied.

At that moment, Vanessa and Peter appeared. They sat with the others under the grapevine arbor, and Vanessa greeted them,

'Hello, everyone! How are you?'

'Hi, Nessa!' the others replied.

Vanessa continued,

'I've been reading Grandpa's notes since five o'clock. There are many interesting things, and I must finish reading everything. Shall we open some beers?'

'Well done, Nessa; that's a good suggestion,' Goran said. 'By the way, how was the sex last night?'

Vanessa gave Peter a severe look.

'It was excellent. And you, Peter, it won't be you if you don't brag?' Vanessa replied.

Igor philosophically added,

'That's a male trait. If we don't brag, it's as if we haven't done anything. Let's make something for appetizers, like grilled meat, because my stomach is rumbling.'

'You're always hungry!' Kia teased him. 'We're too lazy to cook now, but go ahead; we'll have some too.'

Ignoring the arguments, Vanessa continued,

'Listen now. I've read two-thirds of the notes, and I must tell you things are very serious. There are obstacles both before and after the portal.'

'Who made these notes, I wonder? How did they end up on this side of time? If someone has crossed, it means they can return. From what I've read, it mentions three passages through the portals. Or maybe someone crazy wrote them. I want to ask you for your opinion.'

'I think we should try it, and if it's true, we continue,' Ali replied. 'If not, we go back and have our beer, but with peace of mind because if we don't go, the thought of this portal will haunt us for the rest of our lives. We're young, strong, energetic, and without families. I'm 'for' it.'

Catherine added, 

'Ali is right. If it's a hoax or if we don't find it, at least we will have tried. I'm 'for' it too.'

'I'm 'for' it as well,' declared Natalie. 'Today is July 10th. I think we can organize everything and set off by the beginning of August.'

'Everyone should consider whether they are ready to forget, or rather leave behind, their present lives - relatives, father, mother, friends, partners — everything. There's a chance we may not be able to return. It isn't like going to a peak and coming back. There's danger involved, even for our lives. So, think carefully,' Peter advised.

Igor responded quickly.

'I'm coming. My parents died when I was five years old. My grandparents raised me. My grandfather passed away two years ago, and my grandmother passed away last year. I hardly have any friends in Russia. I don't have a partner. You are my family and friends,' shared Igor.

'My mother died when I was ten,' Kia began to share. 'My father used to beat me when he was drunk. My relatives thought I was the cause. He tried to rape me when I was fifteen. He was convicted and sent to prison. You are my friends. I'm coming.'

Sun also joined in the confessions:

'My family is wonderful. My father and mother are very knowledgeable archaeology professors. I have three younger sisters. But I don't have any friends in Korea. Yes, it will be difficult for our family, but my life is my own, and I must live it my way. I don't have a girlfriend, but I might find one on this journey. I'm coming.'

'I don't have a problem with my family either,' Maria said. 'My parents are computer specialists, and so is my brother. My pre-university friends wondered why I chose archaeology over computers; we are not so close now. I will miss my family, but... I'm coming.'

'Count me in as well. Without me, you would all be doomed. You need someone strong, intelligent, and entertaining,' Goran laughed. 'And what will the lovebirds do?'

Vanessa replied to him, 

'My mother, father, and brother are doctors. They have always loved and cared for me with great attention, but they never accepted my studies or potential future profession. Somehow, they now look at me differently. They despised my grandfather for that. My father and I hardly speak to each other. 

But my grandfather is my idol. He is the most incredible person, and he got me into archaeology. He taught me to follow my dreams. I'm not afraid of difficulties. I will stand up for my beliefs... That's who I am. I've recently got a boyfriend, and I asked him to follow me. So, I'm coming,' Vanessa declared.

Peter quickly confirmed, 

'I'll follow you, Nessa, to the end of the earth! By the way, that's where we're going. I'm coming.'

'Now tell us, Nessa, what have you learned, and what should we do? Ali asked.

Igor quickly intervened, 

'Hold on. We have plenty of time. Take your time. Nessa, is the house available for a few days?'

'Yes, it is.'

'Great,' Igor continued, 'let's make something to eat. I'll start grilling the meat, and you, ladies, make the salad. Guys, prepare a drink each, and don't wander around!'

'Look at the boss! You won't command us!' Kia got angry. 'And we're girls, not women. Oh...’

In an hour, Igor had grilled the meat, and the girls had made the salad and a platter of appetizers. They set the table. The weather was hot, even though it was close to midnight. Crickets were chirping, the sky was clear, and the stars were visible. The wood in the fire was still crackling, and the smell of roasted meat filled the air. While eating and drinking, Vanessa began to speak:

'I've read many of Grandpa's notes. The preparation needs to be precise and accurate. We'll list the items we need to take, and if we think of something later, we'll add it. We have to fit everything in one large backpack per person. No unnecessary items. Getting dressed well is essential because we don't know where we'll end up. In addition to the backpack, everyone should bring a rope, gloves—preferably work gloves—high boots, a knife, and matches.

Some medications, bandages, and alcohol, but not for drinking. Food, but for up to two days. It would be good to have the notebook with us to refer to. We should each take one of those tiny ice axes used in mountaineering. We might have to climb somewhere, and they aren't bulky, so we can attach them to our belts. It's preferable to wear jeans. Personal hygiene items; everyone can decide what they need: toothbrushes, razors, nail clippers, feminine pads, tampons, etc. Three bottles of water per person. Peter, are you writing everything down?'

'Of course, otherwise you'll beat me.' Peter joked.

'Ha-ha, very funny... Let's continue. Now, regarding entering the mountain, many of the crevices are narrow, and burly people like Goran need help getting through with a backpack on their back, so I'm open to suggestions. Maria deciphered the path to halfway last time, reaching the triple fork. We must be careful as soon as we descend because the rocks are very sharp. Although the exit is only about a meter wide, falling through it might be fatal. The descent is slow, stepwise, and dangerous. It's about seventy meters. At the bottom, you step upon a flat platform around a hundred square meters. It has the shape of an egg. The labyrinth starts there.

There are seven circular openings. It says to go through the left opening. Which left one? We'll see. After this labyrinth, there is the portal. It mentions something else, but don't be scared. More than seven people must go for three or four to reach the end. It says some dropping out, but not death. I have no idea what that means. Many things are written about the time after passing through the portal, but that's far ahead. That's all for now. If you have any questions or additions, go ahead.'

Goran was the first to join in with an addition to the organization:

'You mentioned the narrow openings and the difficult passage, so I suggest taking those thin ropes - about two meters. I'll tie my backpack to my leg and crawl through the tunnels, dragging it behind me.'

'That's clever!' added Ali. 'When do you think we can arrange things to leave? I can get ready for a week.'

'Let's not rush, Ali, ' said Sun. 'We need to be precise, and I'm already starting to feel the effects of the beer, so let's wait until tomorrow.'

Vanessa supported him.

'You're right, Sun! It's quite late. It's past three after midnight; enjoy yourselves, and Peter and I will go to bed.'

'Is that so?' Peter raised an eyebrow. 'I didn't get it.'

'Come and you won't regret it!' She smiled at him.

'I'm coming!'

Vanessa and Peter went to bed, but the others stayed outside on the hot summer night under the stars. Igor fed the dogs after having a decent meal. Goran, who had already had three whiskeys, suggested dipping in the pool. Kia and Catherine, who had also drunk a bit more, supported the idea.

'Why not!'

They took off all their clothes and jumped into the pool. Igor followed them but in his boxer shorts. Goran opened a beer and joined them. Ali and Sun also entered, wearing swim trunks. Finally, Maria and Natalie found themselves in the pool, completely naked.

Goran, taking a sip of his beer, noted:

'I've never been in a pool with ten naked people. Oh my!'

'They're only four,' said Sun. 'Your drinks are ten!'

'Well, the Chinese guy can't help but ruin everything!'

‘Ko-re-an.’

The night passed, along with the quiet party of the young group. Around seven in the morning, everyone was drunk and decided to go to bed. That's when Ali, the only one more or less sober, noticed that the neighbors had gathered on the street in front of the gate and were enjoying the sight of the naked youths coming out of the pool. They just waved at them.

Around eight o'clock, Vanessa woke up to Peter's tender touch. She was tingling and didn't know where she was from his kisses, which descended further and further south. She had never before experienced anything like this. Refreshed from the ecstasy, she got dressed and said,

'I'm going downstairs to make breakfast since we're ten people, and I don't want to feel uncomfortable. What would you like, dear?'

'I'd like pancakes, but don't worry about the others. I went to the bathroom around six thirty, and they were in the pool, drunk and completely naked. So, you can make them dinner directly. Oh, and I'd like a strong cup of coffee, too!'

'You have it, my love!'

After breakfast, Vanessa started making "shkembe chorba" (tripe soup), which she had learned from her grandmother. Around lunchtime, Nessa and Peter sat down to have lunch, but there was no sign of the others. Later, Peter went upstairs to nap for an hour or two while Vanessa read over her grandfather's notes. Around four in the afternoon, Peter woke up and made some coffee. About an hour later, the rest of the group started waking up one by one and coming downstairs. Igor and Goran were the first to appear.

'Good morning!' Igor said.

'Good morning from me as well!' Goran joined.

'Good morning? It's five in the afternoon!' Peter countered. 'And how could you get so drunk that you ended up naked in the pool?'

'I was wondering why I woke up naked. I have no memories at all.' Igor replied.

'I don't remember anything either, 'Goran added. 'Is there anything to eat? I'm starving.'

Vanessa said proudly,

'I've made "shkembe chorba,' it's hot, on the stove. It has vinegar, garlic, and hot peppers. Please help yourselves.'

'Oh, great,' they exclaimed together.

While they were eating, the others started coming down with an intense hangover. They settled around the table and slurped the soup.

'Guys and girls, tonight we'll take it easy. Just two or three beers each because I'll be driving tomorrow, and it'll be dangerous to be with a hangover.' Igor warned.

Catherine was surprised.

'Where are you going to drive? Aren't we staying for another two or three days?'

'I plan to make a complete list of things we'll need for the trip today, and tomorrow, we'll go to the market by van. So, I won't be drinking, but if you want, you can get drunk and swim naked in the pool again.'

'What do you mean naked?' the girls exclaimed.

'I mean what I said. You were naked in the early hours and became a big attraction for the neighbors.' Vanessa entertained herself with their surprise. 'Our neighbor, Grandpa Gosho, had a heart attack because of it. His wife, Grandma Pepa, came to argue with me. He fell over. My father will accuse me now of having low morals, even though I wasn't with you in the pool. Anyway, let's focus on our own tasks. We have a list of necessary items, more or less, and if you have any suggestions, we can add them. Ultimately, everyone will take their personal belongings, and we'll leave. I'll tell my parents and friends that we're going on a two-week expedition from the university.'

'If we come back earlier, fine; if not, whatever happens. Any suggestions?'

Goran shouted out,

'We should take condoms.'

'Enough of this nonsense! You're just spouting foolishness,' Maria exclaimed angrily. 'The question is where and when we will arrive. We could take some coins or other means of payment to be prepared,' she added.

Vanessa was pondering:

'It doesn't say what era or place we will end up in. We could travel back in time by a hundred or a thousand years. It only states that the journey will be like a journey through the history of humanity if we can trust Grandpa's translation. We might find ourselves living among dinosaurs, fighting in the Trojan War, during the construction of the pyramids, or among primitive humans... I have a few silver and two gold coins from the Turkish era. I'm considering taking them; they are made of valuable metal and might be useful. I'll convert my savings into similar coins as well.'

'My family is quite wealthy, so I will exchange money for coins, too,' Sun exclaimed excitedly. 'And my father has a collection of coins from different eras, even from the time of Imhotep. I will input all the possible information into my phone and take it with me.'

'And how are you supposed to charge it, smarty?' Ali asked.

'With a charger. I will also bring it,' Sun replied.

'And where will you plug it in, in your nose?'

'I don't know, but I have to bring it. That's my feeling; I will figure it out on the spot.'

'I will also try to get a few coins,' Ali said, embracing his friends' idea. "I will bring the Quran and toiletries. I urge anyone who has the Bible to bring it. These books will certainly be needed.'

At that moment, a taxi stopped in front of the gate, and Grandma Vessy left it. Vanessa rushed toward her and hugged her.

'Hello, Grandma! How are you? How is Grandpa?'

'No change, Nessa. He's still in a coma, sleeping peacefully, and he seems to be smiling. Hello, children! I just need to freshen up, take some clothes for the old man, and return to him.'

'What did the doctors say?' Vanessa continued.

'Nothing. Don't worry; take care of the house with your friends,' Grandma Vessy replied.

After taking a shower, Grandma Vessy took some clothes for Grandpa Ivo, got into the car, and, despite her age, sped off. Vanessa felt sad and wished everyone a good night, even though it was only nine in the evening.

'Would you like me to come with you?' Peter asked. 'Or do you prefer to be alone?'

'I'd like to be alone for a while. Have dinner and have fun; we'll continue tomorrow... I'm sorry,' Vanessa said.

Everyone sank into a melancholic mood and fell silent. Goran broke the silence:

'I suggest each of us open a beer and finish the list. After all, that's life. Everything has a beginning and an end. He hasn't died yet, but still, he is ninety-seven,' Goran said.

'Alright, I'll start writing, and you guys, tell me your suggestions,' Maria started getting ready.

After everyone gave their suggestions, the list was almost complete. They chatted for a while, and just before midnight, they returned to their rooms.

In the morning, after breakfast, Igor and Goran agreed to do the shopping for everything on the list and meet again here in a week. Everyone should take their personal belongings, and whatever they decide. They needed a general version of their absence for their families and close ones. They got into Igor's van and set off. Peter stayed behind to help Vanessa clean the house. Later, he said goodbye to her.

'Nessa, I'll be leaving too. We'll see each other on the twentieth of August. Be careful about what you tell your family to avoid any problems. I love you!'

'I love you too. Take care.'

THE DEPARTURE

On the nineteenth of August, around 5 p.m., Igor's van arrived in front of Vanessa's house with the whole group. She was waiting for them at the gate.

'Hello, everyone!' she exclaimed and threw herself at Peter's neck, followed by a passionate kiss.

'Hello, dear! I'm glad to see you and excited about the trip.' Peter said.

Sun impatiently interrupted them.

'What's the plan? What's next now that my adrenaline is sky-high? Is everyone ready?'

Goran replied mockingly:

'Look at how excited the little Chinese guy is!'

‘Ko-re-an!’ 

Natalie gave Goran a stern look and scolded him.

'Goran, stop teasing Sun, or I'll kick your ass. I'll slap you!'

"You can smack my butt!" Goran suggested it, winking at her.

Natalie snapped at him, 

'Stop with your dump jokes, or it might happen to you!'

Catherine returned them to the tasks, saying, 'I see that you are in a good mood and have a great sense of humor, which is very positive. Let's get to the point now.'

'First, let's unload the van, and then we can sit down for some drinks to discuss the details,' Kia suggested.

'There's no point in unloading it because we're leaving tomorrow. Let's just take out the food and the beverages. We are leaving, aren't we?' Maria asked.

'Of course, we're leaving!' Ali confirmed. 'We're ready. You have a point, Maria. Goran and Igor can unload the food and drinks.'

Igor grumbled, 'Are Goran and me your sherpas? Ali, come bring the beer!'

After unloading the supplies, the young people sat under the vine arbor, opened their beers, and Vanessa continued,

'Now, tonight, we shouldn't go overboard with
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