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Dedication

When I turned sixty, my wife, Jenelle, and our sons, Ismail and Omar, asked me to preserve the stories and dreams I once told them—to give them shape so they might one day be shared with my grandchildren.

To those grandchildren, and to all the children of the world—the ones who carry tomorrow in their eyes—I dedicate this book with boundless love and quiet faith. You are the future, the pulse, and the light that endures beyond time.

‘In the love I hold for you, may I dissolve like a cloud in sunlight.’

– Jalal ad-Din Rumi




Copyright Information ©

Mahmoud Jamil Al Ramahi 2026


The right of Mahmoud Jamil Al Ramahi to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by the author in accordance with Federal Law No. (38) of the UAE, Year 2021, Concerning Copyrights and Neighboring Rights.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.


Any person who commits any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to legal prosecution and civil claims for damages.


ISBN – 9789948601111 – (Paperback)

ISBN – 9789948601661 – (E-Book)


Application Number: MC-02-01-9286024

Age Classification: 17+


The age group that matches the content of the books has been classified according to the age classification system issued by the National Media Authority.


First Published 2026

AUSTIN MACAULEY PUBLISHERS FZE

Sharjah Publishing City

P.O Box [519201]

Sharjah, UAE

www.austinmacauley.ae

+971 655 95 202



This is how I would die into the love I have for you: as pieces of cloud dissolve in sunlight.

– Jalal Al-Din Rumi








Prologue

Before names and words were born, there was nothing except nothing. No air, sea, or sky. No light, darkness, or dust. Only the mind existed, contemplating itself. It was neither able nor unable, asleep nor awake, sad nor happy… It was just there. It wanted to think, but thought did not yet exist. It wanted to utter, but words did not exist. It wanted to scream out, but the vocal cords could not voice a cry. It became fed up with its own stagnation, and its frustration grew so strong that it throbbed twice. With the first throb, light erupted, and from the second, darkness emerged. There was a massive explosion, and the two separated.

Light spread its four wings, forming space. Darkness followed, erasing all traces of their fusion. Time was born, and the moments erupted in an eager surge. From the flow of time, existence came into being. From the essence of existence, longing was ignited, and from longing flowed love. Through love, we learned forgiveness. This was the story before the beginning.

Yes, I recorded every detail and all of the knowledge and wisdom I gained. I penned my life events and those of my companions on the journey since my first existence before time, and after my descent to Earth in the company of twelve beings of light in 10025, before baptism.

I recorded my different and varied incarnations: soothsayer, sailor, farmer, merchant, translator, cotton farmer, jeweler, storyteller, paper trader, painter, wise man, sophist,1 dreamer, builder, clown, alchemist, and judge, just to name a few. I preserved my dreams and nightmares on slates of black stone, plaques of red clay, sheets of papyrus, and pieces of goatskin in all of the alphabets known to man: cuneiform, hieroglyphic, hieratic, Ugaritic, Phoenician, Meroitic, Aramaic, Latin, and Arabic.

I recounted details of battles waged tens of thousands of years ago, before I lost my memory… Yes, before I lost it and forgot who I am and from whence I came and lost myself in aimless pursuits. I penned the epic battles that would be waged tens of thousands of years later between the angels of light and the demons of darkness. I recorded the secrets of life and death. I followed the course of galaxies and pursued the history of day and night. I reached the pinnacles of love between humans.





Part One Horan


Chapter One The Magic of Geometry

On his cell phone, he receives a message: Dear Mr. Horan, this is to remind you that the date of your lecture is Monday, 24 February 2035, at nine p.m. sharp at the headquarters of the Inqaz Society.

He rises from his desk and goes to the big glass wall overlooking the Abu Dhabi Corniche. He can see the domes of the Emirates Palace with their colored friezes and the huge gates with the breathtaking arches that evoke the magic of One Thousand and One Nights.

He contemplates the scene, wandering to the distant, turquoise waters of the Arab Gulf. “What a great city,” he murmurs to himself.

The passing cars below resemble colorful children’s toys as they move in parallel lines along the broad, stretching road. They wind their way along the length of the promenade and its high-rise buildings with their rectangular, cylindrical, and conical shapes. Separating them from the water glimmering in the noonday sun are green spaces laid out with geometric precision, like the tower that houses his architecture office on the thirtieth floor. He established it thirty-three years ago to realize his dreams of futuristic architecture and translate his ideas about the modern city and building design.

He glimpses his reflection in the glass before him. He adjusts his red and blue diagonally striped tie, which matches his navy-blue suit and gray shirt. Returning to his desk, he puts on his glasses and picks up his phone, answering the message, “I’ll be there. Thanks for your cooperation.”

This isn’t the first lecture he’s given at the Inqaz Society, founded by a group of businessmen and intellectuals from across the globe in cooperation with the UN Environment Program following the pandemic. He has given many lectures around the world, attended seminars and conferences, hosted television shows, and taken part in interviews. He has written articles on his blog warning of an impending crisis that threatens the survival of the planet and all life on it.

His lecture tomorrow will discuss the same topic.

The society, which includes elite scientists, thinkers, philosophers, and businessmen, became known for its active efforts and determination during the fifteen years following the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. Its contributions include scientific studies and projective research on the fate of the planet and the impending dangers, beginning with the hazards of the skies and the monsters they conceal, and ending with the disasters brought about by man due to the over-exploitation of natural resources and the resulting spread of pollution, disease, and an unprecedented rise in the Earth’s temperatures. He muses to himself, ‘It’s time to give them a dose of painful reality; a good dose of fear…’

As an office worker sets a cup of coffee and a bottle of mineral water on the table, he picks up the office phone and instructs his secretary, “Ask Youssef and Tony to prepare the maps and blueprint for the city of the future. I’ll see them in the meeting room.” He sips his coffee and feels its sharp taste on his tongue and the hot vapor in his nostrils, filling him with contentment.

He pulls a sheet of paper from the folder in front of him and begins drawing shapes and lines—triangles, circles, arrows, question marks, and stars—as if writing his thoughts in code. He records each detail in his own way, knowing that he’ll refer to them later.

He pulls out another sheet of paper and writes, Why shouldn’t our homes be an embodiment of poetry? Why shouldn’t a city be a living legend? He takes another sip of coffee and gazes at a big surrealist painting that covers a large part of the opposite wall, and contemplates its colors and lines. He returns to his writing, Architecture that doesn’t instill hope is nothing more than a death chant…

No sooner has he laid down his pen than his cellphone rings.

“Hello? How are you, my friend? Where are you, Nitraja? When did you arrive in Abu Dhabi? We haven’t spoken in months… All right, as you wish. See you next Saturday at the Emirates Palace Hotel. Stay well, my friend.”

Seconds later, the office phone rings, and the secretary’s voice is on the other end:

“Mr. Horan, the architects are waiting in the meeting room.”

“Thanks, I’ll be right there.”

Youssef, the design team manager, and Tony, the head of planning and architecture, give a presentation of their ideas for the city of the future, down to the most minute detail. The maps, blueprints, and building designs appear on a big screen. They discuss the distinctive, top-class services that the city would provide to its inhabitants and the lush gardens with imported trees from eastern and western forests.

They speak about the state-of-the-art air conditioning systems that would provide moderate temperatures year-round. They discuss the artificial rain and breeze generation systems that also control the degree of sunlight and enhance the scenes of sunrise and sunset, allowing residents to enjoy the ideal environment.

They speak about the outdoor sports fields and indoor gymnasiums that would digitally monitor people’s weight and physical fitness, as well as their exercise requirements.

They discuss the cloud computing systems that would oversee the improvement of services to the city’s inhabitants, specifying their ideal diets and recommended daily calorie counts, in addition to sleep-wake systems installed in bedrooms. All of these would ensure that residents were at their physical and mental peak.

They talk about the healthcare systems that would monitor each person’s condition day and night. They discuss the renewable energy systems and their applications in every corner, street, plaza, and park, the automated transport system and moving streets, and the time these would save. They talk about methods for the immediate resolution of every kind of emergency.

The presentation does not overlook optimal security measures to quickly eliminate or sabotage hostile or malicious activity, as well as criminal and fraudulent acts, with the aid of automated guards. Tony and Youssef discuss the provision of suitable job opportunities for the unemployed, tailored to their mental and professional skills, based on accurate artificial intelligence algorithms. Tony concludes the presentation with the words, “This was a description of the city of dreams, which has no equal on Earth.”

When Tony and Youssef finished their talk, which lasted over an hour, victorious smiles spread across their faces and those of the architects and technicians. The two are convinced that they have fulfilled all the requirements of the great project: a city that would be the wonder of cities throughout the ages with its architecture, services, and resolution of all problems.

Horan, who has been listening intently and jotting down quick notes, offers a comment that none of the attendees expected: “I’m pleased with all you’ve covered, but there was no mention of disasters.”

Surprise registers on the faces of the architects and technicians.

He goes on to ask, “Mr. Youssef, can you tell me about any incidents that could potentially destroy the city, demolish its buildings, and endanger the lives of the inhabitants?”

The head of planning and architecture is stunned by the question. He hesitates, gathering his thoughts before replying, “All of the systems are built according to international standards and adhere to the safety protocols for large-scale projects of this size. The standards are mandatory for all contractors. We’ve thought of everything and strive to achieve even higher standards than our predecessors.”

Horan replies, “You still haven’t answered my question. To make myself clearer, imagine a thirty-meter-high tsunami traveling at two hundred and fifty kilometers per hour. Imagine a nuclear explosion due to human error like at Chernobyl, or a giant meteor crashing into the city, or an earthquake measuring nine on the Richter scale. What’s the likelihood of the inhabitants surviving these disasters?”

Neither Youssef, Tony, the architects, nor the technicians had considered a destructive event of this magnitude.

After a moment of silence, Youssef begins to speak slowly with confusion, “I believe that the chances of survival would be very slim.”

“All right, gentlemen,” Horan states. “Remember the name: The city of the future. An architect’s job is to design cities and buildings that protect people from disasters. A building that collapses as a result of an earthquake, explosion, or hurricane is no more than a deathtrap. We must all consider the most dangerous possibilities. We don’t just want to improve people’s lives but protect them from danger.” Horan concludes, “Leisure alone doesn’t create happiness. On the contrary, too much leads to misery.”

He leaves the meeting room, and in his eyes, a glimmer of dreamy sadness mingles with a strange hope. He takes the elevator down to the ground floor and heads to the parking lot. He drives toward the Abu Dhabi Corniche. He sees the tourists milling around the shops and taking photos of the landmarks and backdrop of the beautiful city.

To himself, he says, “Despite the dozens of earth-shattering disasters the world has suffered since life first appeared over three and a half billion years ago; despite the extinction of many species over the eons; despite the wars and disasters that reaped millions of victims; despite the myths, religions, and philosophies that warned of a horrible end; despite the hundreds of cities destroyed by earthquakes and burned by volcanoes; despite the great civilizations built by man that collapsed like houses of cards—despite all that, people still haven’t learned.

“They keep repeating the same mistakes, unaware that, as a species, the seeds of their extinction are within them. Even the dinosaurs were smarter and more resilient. They lived for more than one hundred and fifty million years before becoming extinct following a massive explosion caused by an insignificant meteor. It destroyed them all in one sweep. As for us, well, we continue to dig our own graves…”

He drives along the Corniche, then turns right and heads toward the Sheikh Khalifa Bridge in the direction of Saadiyat Island, distinguished by its museums and opulent, stylishly arranged buildings. The place is crowded with tourists and museum lovers from around the world. He passes the Louvre Abu Dhabi and Guggenheim Abu Dhabi museums and the Zayed National Museum before driving along Turtle Beach, with its white sands that surround Yas Island. He quickly passes Al Jubail Island, festooned with mangrove forests. He looks in the rearview mirror before turning right along the road running parallel to the beach, which is deserted. He parks and steps out of the car, taking several steps toward the sea.

He hears the small waves breaking on the soft sands in a sweet whisper. He moves forward until his feet touch the water. The beloved smell of the sea evokes old memories. He bends and picks up eight seashells that sparkle in the afternoon sun. Brushing the sand off the shells, he closes his palm upon them, then reopens it. He contemplates their formation and their colored spiral shapes. Their colorful, iridescent beauty is breathtaking, as if they had been carved with an artist’s hand.

To himself, he says, “These are houses too. Each one is home to a single creature that lives, sleeps, and dreams within. It was built with its blood, flesh, and dreams. It’s a home outside of the laws of time and place. It travels with its dweller, carried by the spongy creature throughout its lifetime; perhaps a year, two, or ten years. It grows with it until the creature dies. Yet the house doesn’t disappear with the creature’s death but continues to stand strong for millions of years… How wonderful!

“Each line, each curve in these shells tells the story of its evolution over the millennia. It’s the wisdom of the mind that lies within the small details. In these lines, colors, and spiral labyrinths of the shell, the whole secret of existence is found. Here lies the mind of the universe. Whoever said ‘God is in the details’ was right.

“The sea reflects the golden sun rays, painting streaks of orange, yellow, and white that gleam as far as the eye can see. It is a festival of tiny explosions of light repeated millions of times over, created with the collaboration of nature’s elements: the sun with its warm golden rays, the sea with its waves dancing to the rhythm of the breeze…”

He gazes at the scene.

“Why shouldn’t designers and architects take inspiration from these shells? Why do they not learn from this resilience to make their cities eternal? Is it because they’re blind, or are they cowards? The pharaohs did it when they invented the concept of the pyramid as an embodiment of eternal life. The Sumerians did it when they built their terraced temples as homes for their gods and priests. What adventurous, brave builders…

“Behind every design nature offers lies a secret of eternity and hidden beauty, encased in gilded proportions that reflect their magic in the engineering of the universe itself. It can be seen in beehives, ant colonies, the movement of the planets, the speed of the jaguar, and in the formation of these seashells to which nobody pays attention. Every home has a story to tell, and behind every story is a home.”

The last rays of sunlight disappear behind the horizon, leaving sad orange remnants on the small waves breaking on the shore. Horan glances at the horizon line that divides sky from sea. He opens his palm, which is clutching the small shells. As he looks at them, they rise into the air, trembling like fireflies, as if awakening from a slumber that lasted thousands of years, regaining new life. He closes his eyes and feels his feet rising into the air as the seashells circle around him, making him the center of their new dance, as if he were a conductor orchestrating the rhythm of their orbit.

Suddenly, a flock of white seagulls appears in the sky, joining the dance and circling Horan in the company of the seashells. He looks at them and smiles. More seagulls appear in their hundreds, forming a white cloud and flying in small and large circles. The cries mingle with the sound of the sea and wind. He feels certain that something deep inside him wants to reveal itself. Something pushes toward him, like roots pushing toward a water source with precise certainty. He is sure that he isn’t dreaming or imagining. He is seeing with his heart, mind, and soul.

He closes his eyes, the seashells and seagulls still hovering and circling around him like planets dancing with enchanting, mysterious joy, as he hangs between sea and sky, staring in captivation at the circles that take him back in time…

It was the day of his enrollment in the Language Development Institute at the University of Indiana. He submitted a request to the dormitory administration for a private room in return for an extra fee, as he did not want to share a room with strangers. He felt uncomfortable in the new culture and unfamiliar surroundings. Additionally, there was his reclusive nature, which did not take to strangers quickly. He was happy to have his own space.

He furnished the room with simple items: a bed, a small wooden table, two chairs, a table lamp, and shelving on the wall that would be home to his small library. To these items, he added a transistor radio and a small television. On the walls, he hung a few paintings and some of his designs. He left the window bare to enjoy the view of the garden once he had settled in.

While he was watching a television documentary about a Japanese astronomer’s discovery of a big luminous meteor approaching the Earth, called The Great Meteor, there was a knock on the door. He wasn’t expecting guests as he hadn’t told anyone about his new living space or his room number. He opened the door to see a fair, very tall, blue-eyed young man. He was dressed in jeans, a leather coat, and sneakers. In his hand was a big suitcase, and on his back, a small backpack.

Without preliminaries and with a confident smile, the young man said, “Hi, I’m Christopher, your new roommate.”

Upon seeing the man and hearing his name, Horan felt a strange trembling in his hand. He ignored the stranger’s smile. Without returning the greeting, he said, “I think you’re mistaken. This room is mine alone. I’m paying double for it.” He closed the door, but the visitor knocked again in a series of quick raps. Horan opened the door again. “You’ve made a mistake; this is my room alone. Now get out of my sight.”

Out of his pocket, the young man took a slip of paper stamped by the dormitory administration, confirming his claim. Horan, disturbed and repelled, left him standing at the door and hurried to the manager’s office to explain the big mistake they’d made.

The manager carelessly replied, “Yes, you’re right, and I sincerely apologize. It was a mistake, but no worries; I can move you to another room in the old dorm. We’ll give you financial compensation for the inconvenience. It’s up to you.”

Upon inspection of the alternative room, Horan found it to be in terrible condition. It was in a depressing, dirty building that was almost deserted. It was unfit for living. He decided to remain in his room and put up with the burdensome roommate.

Christopher added a bed and a closet to the room. He was nice to Horan. He’d tell him jokes and talk about himself and his achievements. He was studying astronomy and cosmic physics. He’d gotten his bachelor’s and master’s degrees in two years. He was conducting pioneering research into the colonization of Mars.

Despite Christopher’s efforts to be friendly and humorous, Horan did not respond or show any interest in his conversation. He divided the room with a band of ribbon and warned him not to enter his space under any circumstances. In addition, he intentionally turned down the volume of the television and bought headphones for his radio so that his roommate couldn’t enjoy what he was watching or listening to.

But to his surprise, Christopher would sing along to every song Horan played, whether in Arabic or in English. He’d comment loudly on the movies or series that played on the television screen.

Angrily, Horan asked him, “Do you know every song and TV program in the world?”

His roommate declined to comment; he simply smiled slyly.

Christopher tried to break the barrier of isolation Horan had imposed upon himself. He tried in many ways to foster their relationship. He invited Horan repeatedly to take part in seminars and group discussions on and off campus.

Each time, Horan would reply, “I don’t believe in those groups. They’re a façade, a pretense for something else.”

One time, Christopher challenged him, asking provocatively, “How about beating me at chess?” He continued sarcastically, “I’ll forfeit most of the pieces and play with just the king and one pawn.”

Horan showed no interest and continued to ignore him, but deep down, he was intrigued by Christopher’s intelligence and persistence.

One rainy, extremely cold night, Horan spotted a kitten in the dormitory garden. She was hungry and shaking with cold. He brought her back to his room to feed her.

Christopher was terrified upon seeing the cat and jumped up, exclaiming, “What’s that?”

“Can’t you see it’s a kitten?”

“I know it’s a cat, but why did you bring it here?”

“I found her crying alone under a tree. She’s scared and hungry. She must have strayed from her mother. I’ll give her some milk.”

“Don’t you know that pets aren’t allowed in the dorm rooms? Please give her the milk outside. I hate cats.”

“I’m not going to keep it. As soon as I find the mother, I’ll take her back.”

“Get it out of here right now, or I’ll report you to the manager!”

“Don’t be so scared. She won’t sleep in your bed.” Horan soon realized that Christopher was superstitious about cats.

One day, Horan was lying on his bed after reading a book called The Conference of the Birds.

Christopher was shaving with an electric shaver, and he said, as if continuing a previous conversation, “A deeply spiritual book…”

The comment was unexpected. Horan was stunned that the American was familiar with the eastern Sufi tradition. He couldn’t stop himself from asking, “Have you read the book?”

“No…”

“How did you know it was a spiritual book?”

With that sly smile, Christopher replied, “I know because I must know.”

“Know what?”

“I know that the author is Farid Al-Din Al-Attar and that it’s a book about Islamic Sufi traditions.”

“How do you know that when you haven’t read it, as you say?”

Christopher turned off the shaver and looked at Horan with a smile of victory. “I like the idea of the gathering of the birds and their long, arduous journey under the guidance of the hoopoe in search of ‘the Simorgh’ or leader.”

“What else do you know?”

“Sadly, by the end of the marathon journey, most of the birds had died, and only thirty survived and were able to reach the Simorgh.”

Impatiently, Horan asked, “You read the summary of the book, didn’t you?”

“I told you I’ve never read the book or anything about it.”

Horan was overcome with wonder and confusion.

Ignoring his puzzlement, Christopher continued, “Amazingly, after the long journey, the birds didn’t know whether or not they’d reached their destination. They found themselves face-to-face with thirty birds that completely resembled them, as if they were looking into a mirror. At that moment, the birds realized that they were the leader and that the Simorgh was the birds themselves. There was no difference between him and them.” Christopher was silent a moment before adding theatrically, “What an ending! The birds had united with their god without knowing it.”

His patience at an end, Horan screamed, “How do you know the plot of the book when you haven’t read it?”

In a challenging tone that concealed laughter, Christopher replied, “You told me.”

Horan didn’t grasp his meaning and didn’t comment on his last sentence. He considered it a bad joke or a naïve attempt by Christopher to weave a web of mystery around himself. But he decided to observe Christopher closely to learn any information that would help him understand this strange young man.

And that’s exactly what he did. Horan noticed a number of confusing things in Christopher’s behavior. He discovered that he never slept. He observed him playing chess with himself, moving the pieces without touching them. He discovered that he could move his belongings from one place to another in the room by just looking at them or gesturing with his finger. His wondrous powers both amazed and frightened Horan. Therefore, he decided to be friendly to him to learn more about him. The two were seen several times walking together in the campus gardens. In Christopher, Horan found a humorous, cynical personality. But he was also arrogant, moody, and a troublemaker.

At the end of the English language course, Horan moved to Louisiana to study at the Institute of Art and Architecture.




Chapter Two Experiments in Metaphysics

Autumn was in its final days. Signs of an early winter announced themselves clearly in a covering of light fog in which the details of things became lost. The two long rows of trees lining the road to Louisiana University shed big bunches of leaves with each gust of wind. They formed a colored carpet of yellow, light green, brown, and tan. The cold, moist air stung Horan’s face.

The sound of dead leaves breaking under his feet intensified the feeling of homesickness he’d had since his arrival in Ruston.1 He knew that the nearby Donut Shop café, where he frequently visited, would provide much-needed warmth. He’d have his morning coffee in his favorite nook before taking his papers out of the small leather bag he carried on his back, as well as the drawing pens he kept in a stylish case along with a small bottle of Chinese ink.

The fragrance of the coffee stimulated a feeling of longing for his family’s surroundings in Abu Dhabi. In this café, he was used to jotting down brief designs and sketches, which would be the core of future projects. Before heading to his lectures in the old building, he would draw anything that came to mind, letting his hand move freely to create areas of lines and spaces interspersed with faces of women with big, sad eyes, the soft lines creating an appealing harmony…

Human bodies in strange poses, upside down or sideways, hovering freely on the white of the paper… Creatures squatting or lying in the fetal position, surrounded by faces waiting silently, as if expecting some miracle… Straight, jagged, and curving lines. Dark and transparent spaces. Drops of black ink sprinkled on the white spaces of the paper. All of this reflected his passion for a metaphysical existence that did not belong to this world. He sketched as if looking for things unobservable to the eye.

One day, as Horan sat in the café, a big, tall man approached him. A meticulously trimmed red beard, sprinkled with white and gray hairs, covered his face. He spoke in an imposing voice, as if the words were coming from a great depth. “Very beautiful,” he said. “You draw with wonderful lines. Your sketches reflect a passion for philosophy. I guess you’re a professional artist.”

Horan was startled by the strange intruder’s voice. He raised his head to look at him. He felt like he was seeing a creature out of a fairytale. The man was in his early sixties, his height exceeded one hundred and ninety centimeters, and he had a well-muscled body. His deep voice gave Horan a feeling of fear. He wondered how he had missed this man, who stood out so obviously. But his expression of admiration and warm smile assured Horan that this giant was a kind person.

“Thank you, Sir. Actually, I’m still learning and drawing to amuse myself. May I treat you to a cup of coffee?”

The man sat down, thanking him for the invitation.

Horan, unsure of the appropriate way to start the conversation, decided to show him some of his designs, saying, “Look, here are some more sketches.”

“They’re quite lovely. I see that we both use the same materials.”

“Are you an artist?”

“My name is Bob Carsten. I’m an associate professor. I teach art philosophy and freestyle art at the Institute of Art and Architecture at Louisiana University.” Smiling and lightly fingering his beard, he added, “I’m an artist as well, but I draw horses, trains, cowboys, and nature scenes.” He was silent for a few moments and, looking into Horan’s eyes, then said, “I like your lines and ideas. Your features tell me you’re from the east; am I right?” The humble tone of Carsten’s voice made Horan feel comfortable.

“Yes, I’m from the Middle East. You could say I’m Emirati, Syrian, Palestinian, Iraqi, Egyptian, Yemeni, or Saudi Arabian. My roots and culture spring from all of those places. But not to seem rude, I’m from the United Arab Emirates and live in Abu Dhabi.”

Smiling, Carsten said, “You come from the lands of myths, then.”

“Have you ever visited the Middle East?”

“Unfortunately, I haven’t been lucky enough to visit the entire region, but my father spoke to me about it often, about its myths, religions, and cultures, and later, I read a lot about them. I learned even more about the treasure of ideas and the strong values of your region.”

“What grabbed your attention most from what you heard and read?”

“The spirit. There’s great spirit in the east, embodied in art, poetry, the gods, love, and war, and even in power.”

Horan noticed that Carsten had quickly finished his coffee and said, “Would you like another cup? I’m going to order another myself.”

“Yes, please. They make delicious coffee here.”

Horan signaled to the waitress for another round, then turned to his guest, saying, “That’s natural. All of the Abrahamic regions were born in our lands.”

“Yes, religions and gods originated and flourished there. When I look at the Middle East from afar, I see one big painting, its first lines drawn on the banks of the Euphrates and the Nile valley and all that lies between them. The people of that region have been able to develop a tremendous spiritual system that was never achieved in Europe. Europe developed thought systems. It developed philosophy, which laid the foundation for science and built the culture they enjoy today. It’s a global culture, without a doubt. No other culture has had its degree of global influence.”

“I agree, but it still lacks spirit.”

“I get you, but Europe compensated for that with morals and art. In the east, spirit is different. Even your music and art revolve around that spirit.” Carsten studied Horan’s features closely, as if trying to read something in his depths. After a moment of silence, he added, “I hope my honesty doesn’t offend you.”

“No worries. Say whatever you please.”

“I noticed that you come to this place regularly and felt compelled to speak with you.”

“I never thought I’d ever attract anyone’s attention. I’m not like you… You’re a noticeable person because of your build, height, and deep voice.”

Laughing, Carsten replied, “That’s what you think! But you really did grab my attention, perhaps because of your foreign features or your daily ritual: the cup of coffee, your leather bag, your papers, and your sketches.”

The seeds of Horan’s relationship with Dr. Carsten were planted on that autumn afternoon in 1996, over sketches, conversation, and coffee at the Donuts Shop. More meetings ensued, sometimes at the coffee shop, other times in the library of the Institute of Art and Architecture, or at Carsten’s home, where he lived with his elderly mother. They would spend the evenings there at the end of the week, drinking wine and discussing art, architecture, philosophy, myths, and the future. Sometimes, they would spend the mornings walking along the paths and leafy trails that wove between the trees near the faculty.

Horan was captivated by Carsten’s perception of nature, whereas the latter was awed by Horan’s intelligence and vitality, his incredible analytic skills and ability to discover invisible relationships between things, in addition to his deep understanding of the history of the Middle East and its cultures and myths, despite his young age. More importantly, in Horan, Carsten found the spirit that he lacked.

One evening, Carsten said to his mother, “I think it’s him…”

“Do you mean Horan?”

“Yes, he’s the one we’ve been waiting for.”

“Are you certain?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I think that he’s the creature Father told me about and asked me to wait for here in Ruston in the Mississippi River Basin. And he’s finally here.”

“It’s what we both hope for, my dear,” his mother replied, “but you must be sure. I’ve begun to lose hope. It may be we’ve been waiting for a fantasy.”

Sighing, he added, “If Horan is the awaited one, unfortunately, he’s unaware of it and of his powers. He’s still a lost soul.”

Through their debates and intellectual give-and-take, Carsten discovered a terrifying flaw in Horan’s being, thinking, and utterances. This flaw would be a real obstacle to his ability to unleash his powers to their full potential.

One time, he said to him, “What scares you, Horan?”

“I’m afraid of the future and of failure and the disappointment it would cause my parents, who have put their hope in my success by coming to America, and me.”

The beast of failure, which bared its fangs every once in a while, made Horan stubborn and tough but also impulsive. The concept of challenge and crossing red lines was actually a reflection of his fear of accepting loss, no matter how insignificant. Carsten’s intuition helped him realize that his protégé was able to master his fears in remarkable ways. He was ready to enter into any confrontations regardless of the risks.

Carsten had once seen Horan at a nearby service station, arrogantly ridiculing a rash young man who had a gun aimed at his head. The blood had frozen in the veins of all who witnessed the incident, whereas Horan, laughing, had yelled at the top of his voice in the face of the armed man, “Are you brave enough to pull the trigger, you son of a…? Go ahead, shoot! I dare you to do it!”

The existential struggle in the depths of Horan’s being had thrown him into confusion. It held him captive between two choices and no more: to be…or not to be, between achieving the highest levels of success and complete failure.

This struggle made him a controversial figure among his colleagues and professors. His presence was amazing. He got the highest grades not only because he immersed himself in the curriculum but because of the freedom that lay deep within him, which enabled him to achieve his successes through challenge and improvisation, to the point where Horan’s professors and classmates knew that he was an extraordinary character.

They found in him an elevated, pure soul, a wild soul pulsing with freedom, liberated from the social and academic bonds to which they had been trained to adhere—and of which, along with the heights that he could reach, he himself was unconscious. Carsten saw this as very dangerous and realized that Horan was living on the edge of an abyss. An abyss that worried him as much as it excited him.

***

One day, as he emerged from a lecture, Horan was surprised to see Christopher standing outside with a big smile.

“Oh, God, you again! What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you for over half an hour, as you can see.”

“Really? Something pretty drastic must have made you travel more than a thousand kilometers to visit me. So… how about a cup of coffee?”

“Forget about coffee; I have to leave in a few minutes. I’ve come to extend a special invitation.”

“What are you inviting me to?”

“To spend Halloween with me at my family’s place in Alabama.”

“Is that possible? You came all this way to invite me?”

Laughing, Christopher replied, “Don’t worry, I made the trip in minutes.”

“Okay, okay. Great idea. I’ll see you at your family’s place on 30 October.”

“Excellent, I’ll be waiting. Don’t be late.”

Carsten saw them talking in the hallway, and he was unable to stop himself from saying to Horan the next day, “I saw you talking to a stranger.”

“Yes, that was my friend Christopher. We met at the Language Development Institute at Indiana University. He’s a little weird, but he’s a nice, friendly guy.” He came to invite me to his family home for Halloween.

“What do you mean by weird?”

“Actually, he did nothing to bother me, but I noticed that he doesn’t sleep. He reads all night and plays chess with himself, moving the pieces without touching them.” Horan was silent for a few moments, remembering, and then added, “I also noticed that he hates cats and is superstitious about them.”

His eyes widening with surprise, Carsten asked, “How did you meet him?”

“He was my roommate in the university dorm. He is an interesting character, but an enigma to me. I could not relate to him well, but my inner voice told me to try to get to know him better. I feel there is something mysterious about him. Meeting his family should be interesting.”

“Did you say his name was Christopher?”

“Yes, so what?”

“Nothing, but frankly, I don’t feel comfortable about him. I’m a cautious man by nature, and fear he may cause trouble for you. Be on your guard with him.”

“Don’t worry. He’s a nice, intelligent guy. He specializes in cosmic physics. He’s invited me to his family’s home on Halloween.”

“I hope he’s as nice to you as you say…”

Horan found that Christopher lived with his parents in a huge, secluded house on a high hill. It was surrounded by dense woods. The four gathered around the table for a candlelit dinner amidst the strains of classical music, in a large, Victorian-style dining room. The walls were decorated with big paintings that included a portrait of Christopher Columbus. One painting caught Horan’s eye due to its strange theme. He stared at it for a long time.

“What are you staring at?” whispered Christopher.

Horan turned to his hosts and said, “Actually, that painting caught my eye,” as he gestured toward a small painting on the wall near the table.

The parents stopped chewing and looked at Horan without saying a word.

Christopher whispered again, “What’s with you, Horan? We don’t like conversation during mealtimes.”

Horan ignored Christopher’s comment and continued, “It was painted by an obscure British artist by the name of Thomas Stothard2 in 1790.”

As the parents stared at their guests in eerie silence, Christopher said, “It’s just an ordinary painting that nobody would notice.”

“It’s titled ‘Lucifer Summons His Legions’, and it’s not ordinary, my friend.”

Christopher’s father nodded his head without uttering a word, while his mother, looking at Christopher, remarked, “Apparently, your friend is an expert in art history.”

The next morning, Christopher suggested that they go deer hunting in the nearby woods. Armed with hunting rifles, they set off. But after quietly waiting and watching for hours, they caught nothing.

Horan muttered, “It’s hopeless. It seems neither of us knows anything about deer hunting.”

Laughing, Christopher said, “What, do you think I’m a fool? How about if I catch a deer in my own way?”

“What are you waiting for? Go ahead!”

Suddenly, Christopher turned into a huge crow with big wings and a black head with a sharp red beak. He screeched in a deafening voice, soared up into the sky, and circled twice. He pounced on a small deer that was hiding in the brush, grabbed it, and approached Horan with the deer hanging from his claws.

Horan observed the scene in astonishment, unaware of why he was not fearful for witnessing such a transformation! “Dear God! What have you done to yourself? How did you turn into a crow?”

Christopher smirked and replied, “It’s easy. I often turn into a crow.”

“Amazing! Well… I noticed before that you have extraordinary talents. You move things by looking at them. I’ve never seen you sleep—and now you turn into a crow!”

“I have other supernatural powers. I can read minds too, but I have one problem.”

“What’s the problem?”

Christopher looked at Horan and said, “You’re my problem.”

“What do you mean? How am I a problem? I haven’t seen you for several months, and I was always avoiding you.”

“That’s exactly what I mean. You’re the one creature whose mind I can’t read. I was only able to read your thoughts once.”

Perplexed, Horan asked, “You read my mind once?”

“Yes, when you were reading The Logic of the Birds. That was the first and last time I was able to penetrate your mind.”

Horan smiled uneasily and said, “And is that good or bad?”

“Good for you, of course.” Christopher ended this last sentence with a loud laugh, then changed the subject, saying, “How about flying with me? I’m sure that you can fly.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. How can I fly when I have no wings or feathers? Leave me alone; I’m a creature that walks on two legs.”

Christopher gave him a strange look and didn’t comment.

They parted after that meeting, and Horan returned to the university with an uncomfortable impression of Christopher and his family. Naturally, the image of Christopher changing into a crow stuck in his mind, as well as his strange request to fly with him. A year passed before they met again at the University of Houston, when Horan was invited to attend a conference on the colonization of Mars.

When he spotted Horan in the conference hall, Christopher called out jokingly, “So we meet again, cat man!”

“Hello, Mr. Crow. What are you doing here?”

“Me? What are you doing here? This conference is for geniuses planning for the colonization of space. You’re lucky to be here.”

Despite the slyly barbed comment, Horan answered calmly, “I’ve submitted a research paper on building construction on Mars. That’s the reason I was invited and not luck.”

“That’s great! I’ve also submitted programs and new ideas around the colonization of the red planet.”

They met several times during the course of the conference. They discussed Mars, dark energy, and quantitative transport. Horan felt an attachment between them despite their different natures and outlooks on life. Christopher’s mysterious, confusing personality gave rise to suspicion and worry on Horan’s part, but despite these feelings, he agreed to cooperate with Christopher on academic research around the colonization of Mars. They also planned to develop quantitative transport theories on infra-atomic levels.

Shortly before the conclusion of the conference, Christopher said, “I want to speak to you about a private matter.”

“What is it?”

“Let’s start a small secret circle.”

“What would be its goal?”

Christopher looked at him silently for a moment, a playful smile on his face. “Its goal is progress. We’ll call it The Progress Group, and only geniuses will be allowed to join. You’ll be its head and choose the members yourself. What do you say?”

Horan nodded in agreement. Christopher hugged him before they parted.

***

Dr. Carsten asked, “Have you decided to take the freestyle art and design courses?” Without giving Horan time to reply, he went on, “Listen; don’t take too long to think it over. You can sign up with me. I’ll be teaching two courses, and you can choose the one that suits you. Remember, I’ll be expecting you.”

Despite their growing friendship, Horan was hesitant about taking the drawing and design course with his mentor and friend due to his fear of failing. His fear about studying with Dr. Carsten wasn’t of his own invention but based on the gossip and rumors—and perhaps truths—he’d heard from his colleagues about the professor of freestyle art. All who attended the lectures of the terrifying Dr. Carsten would fail. They said that nobody could pass his courses except a designer and artist at the level of Da Vinci.

Whenever they met, his mentor surprised him with new ideas and discoveries. On one of their trips to the countryside and the Mississippi swamps, Carsten said, “Today I’m going to introduce you to the greatest architect in the world.”

This excited Horan, and he tried to recall the names of great architects, wondering, “Who will this professor introduce me to?” Immediately, Frank Lloyd Wright, who was considered by Americans to be the most important architect of all time, came to mind. Didn’t he write a book titled The Architect’s Bible? People went wild about it. He asked his mentor, “What’s this great architect’s name?”

“Don’t be impatient,” Carsten said with a smile. “Today, you’re going to meet the master of masters.”

Horan answered calmly, “I’m sure you’re making fun of me. Frank Lloyd Wright died in 1959. Is it possible that his mentor is still alive?”

“We’re all going to die, but this architect never will. He’ll stay alive long after we’ve passed on.”

Horan’s excitement grew in anticipation of finding out what his mentor was hiding. His strange comments and mysterious expression made him waver between the possibilities.

Carsten continued, “Don’t worry, my friend. We’re almost at his house. It



















































































Chapter Three The Awaited One










































































































































































Chapter Four Ragu the Priest
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