It was almost as if he was the owner of a library who had suddenly discovered shelves of books he did not know he possessed.

Arthur C. Clarke, 3001: The Final Odyssey
It isn't man or God. It's something ... in the brain.

Stephen King, The Long Walk
Half of wisdom is learning what to unlearn.

Larry Niven, The Ringworld Throne
And was that the true greatness of the human race—that they could imagine something and in time it would be so?

Clifford Simak, So Bright the Vision
Who Made Who

AC/DC

For Tedi.

◦◦◦• 

When you close your eyes, it doesn't get completely dark. If you concentrate and move your eyeballs

as if you're peering around your own personal darkness
incredible images appear. Peter had noticed it since he was a child, and whenever he closed his eyes for a minute or before falling asleep, he enjoyed the lightning storm accompanying the retreat of the navy blue spots before the inrush of the red. Or the gradual blending of pink and nearly-black, against an infinite and swift

Irish-like
dance of minuscule grains

like dots
with indistinct, fantastic shapes.

Science attributed this phenomenon to the flow of blood along the capillaries in the eyelids. Yet it did not account for the variety of colors: wasn't blood just red? Nor did it explain why you could still see the spots in a pitch-dark room.

And the dots.
◦◦•◦ 

The world economic crisis didn't spare Barton Dental: a small company founded by Charles Barton and nowadays

largely
owned by Peter. Its main production consisted of denture casting appliances using high-frequency currents. Bill Harknes, the CEO, regularly informed Peter about the drastically reduced sales and the attempts of local and international competitors to buy out or merge with Barton Dental. 

German concern Greif were the most aggressive candidate. They offered similar products, and they wished to gain a foothold in the US.

The ongoing annual general meeting wasn't turning well. Peter held the controlling interest, but it was not his style to simply force his way during a vote. Besides, certain specifics of the statutes wouldn't let him do it. He had to listen to the stakeholders and calm them down, if possible. People desired a return on their investments. Some understood that still being in business was a success in itself; companies from other fields hadn't had the same luck. Others demanded a restructuring, a merger, or even more exotic options. There were even voices clamoring for bankruptcy.

Peter pressed his thumb and forefinger against his forehead. His palm covered his eyes and the fact that they were closed. He was listening to the present speaker, but he also watched the dance of the shapes on the inner side of his eyelids. That somehow made him calmer and refined his thoughts.

"Over the past week, almost all of our free shares were bought anonymously. This is good news. Within the current economic situation,"

shareholders are scared of words like 'crisis'
"someone has chosen to invest their money in nobody but us. Rumors have it it's Greif," Bill Harknes was saying.

Peter was already listening to him with half an ear. They had prepared this speech together, aiming to reassure their shareholders. A large part of Peter's focus now shifted to the dots behind the competing veils in purple and claret. They stayed in the background, and he could hardly see them, yet they tugged at his curiosity.

If I could only bring them in front of the spots.
He pursued the idea for a while, and they seemed to reluctantly obey. They gradually passed through the colorful shrouds and grew more distinct.

Intriguing.
Bill flooded the shareholders with quarterly reports, inflation rates ...

numbers.
A part of Peter

ever tinier
kept following his words.

Numbers! The dots are numbers! At least most of them. I can make them out! Only they move too fast.
Peter rubbed his eyes, opened them, and assumed the expression his audience expected him to have. Then the meeting was over. His head hurt, and he vaguely realized the shareholders had extended him more time for the implementation of the rescue plan he hadn't yet devised.

◦◦•• 

Peter tried to focus on the next report and the CEO's suggestions. He had to find a way out. Ever since the general meeting, however, he'd often had headaches. Like now. He let the folder down, leaned back in his favorite armchair, and closed his eyes.

Think, save the company! You cannot disappoint your dad.
A part of him suspected it'd been the discovery of the dots-cum-numbers that had provoked the headaches. Once he started, he couldn't stop watching them.

They're there! Don't other people see them?
He couldn't ask anyone without raising doubts about his sanity. The dots were like a drug. There, they came into focus again: 45, 09, 1 ....

Was that a 1? It looked somehow ... crooked.
Peter blinked a few times, sighed, and sat with his eyes open. Most people think better when their eyes are closed, filtering out visual distractions. For Peter, it was more distracting to close his eyes; then curiosity got the better of him, and he watched the numbers. Now he looked around the room and forced himself to think about the company.

45, 09, 1 ....
At the general meeting, Bill Harknes had voiced his concern that Greif was buying out their shares.

One?
They needed innovation. But it entailed even more expenses.

One! But of course! It was indeed a one, only in Arabic. Why would I see it the way Arabs write it?
Then he remembered. During his trips across Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, and Jordan, he'd learned how they wrote numbers there. His natural affinity for foreign languages guided him. He didn't learn Arabic, just their numbers and two dozen phrases. His French served him perfectly in Morocco and Tunisia, English, in Jordan. Perhaps he'd barred himself from learning more; it was enough his passport featured stamps from those countries. After all, he lived in the post-9/11 US.

Why don't I just go and put on a keffieyeh, Yasser Arafat-style?
◦•◦◦

At 4:12 a.m., the phone quivered insistently. Then it started ringing. Peter opened his eyes. A private number.

"Hey Peter! It's Martin. You sleeping?"

"Not any more .... Hi."

Of all the people Peter knew, Martin was the only one who could call him without considering the time difference.

Or even despite considering it.
"I think I have a good conjecture about the numbers. I've scoured the Net."

"When? Don't you ever rest?"

"Oh, I have a tool. It can search closed networks, too—with a little help from me. It can even search ... never mind. Though fragmented, the data look very much like star coordinates."

Martin's satisfaction all but materialized in the dim bedroom.

"That doesn't make sense. I've never been interested in astronomy." Peter stifled a huge yawn.

Martin spoke a bit more quickly and eagerly. "I don't know, I found the correspondence on a computer you definitely don't have access to. It sounds crazy, yep, but it's the only format fitting your—if you have more, uh, visions of the Matrix kind, you'll send them to me, right? You've piqued my interest!"

"Of course, Martin. Thank you. Also ... you didn't hack into NASA, did you?"

"Ciao."

Ciao. Why do Bulgarians use an Italian word to say "goodbye"? Why only "goodbye," and not "hello," like Italians? That is, if you can call Martin a Bulgarian.
Peter put his phone down and shuffled toward the bathroom. Sleep seemed a lost cause for today.

Star? Coordinates!
Also, he likely hacked them. NASA.
◦•◦•

"Ladies and gentlemen, we have a problem."

The Chair made a meaning-laden pause and looked at the lavish granite hall and its audience, summoned for an urgent secret assembly of the Fund. Earth's richest, owing to the Grokking. Handsome, owing to their riches. Healthy, for the same reason and for the same purpose. Public celebrities and reclusive owners of mega-corporations, members and leaders of influential international institutions, heirs to notoriously wealthy lines, and a number of heads of state looked back at him with slight concern. The crème of old and new money gathered in one place.

"We have a new Player. He does not come from our circles, probably not from theirs either ... for now."

Those who had had a strong intuition already before the Grokking multiplied it seemed to have expected this information. They did not flinch. One of the rest, a rich heir, who had so far failed at Grokking, said, "But ... is that certain? There've been no incidents for, um, twelve years when that Ann—"

"It has been confirmed," said the Chair.

We have no choice. We must endure Non-grokkers too. After all, they hold nearly half of our resources.
"And we are here and now in order to prevent a second Ström accident. It was Ann Ström who confirmed it herself, by stealing him from under our noses."

Fortunately, now we lost only a single mercenary, rather than two teams, like that time.
"Until we have established contact, we can neither eliminate nor co-opt this Player. And we have reasons to believe he is, well, essential."

◦••◦

That's the sweet part of outsourcing. You get to work from home. Whenever, as much as you want, a cup of coffee always in your hand. It's life in slippers.

But it's still work.
Not that Martin was officially working for anyone. Freelancing was more like it than outsourcing. There was a time when he'd considered opening his own software business here in Bulgaria. He'd been inspired by the software written and successfully sold by local companies. After trying to use it, and then decompiling it, Martin was dumbstruck. He'd never seen a more moronic product. There was an application, done by a big-shot

according to Bulgaria's standards
company, that managed the sales of a chain of stores. If not for Oracle and MS Excel, it wouldn't work for the world. It didn't even offer keyboard shortcuts.

Martin also ran into applications that required regular

paid
updates. Said updates largely consisted of a loading screen in new colors.

He tested a tax filling application. It was mandatory for all Bulgarian companies. At least, it was free. But it freely frayed the nerves of dozens of thousands of owners of small businesses and of thousands of accountants. Not even Adam Smith could make head or tail of its queries. You switched from one cell to another by pressing now Enter, now Tab—depending on how hung-over the imbecile who'd coded it had been. The masterpiece in question ran on DOS. In the twenty-first century. Its later, Windows-based version barely functioned. And if you somehow managed to pass the exasperating trial, at last the invaluable info meant for the Bulgarian National Revenue Agency was written to ... a floppy disk! Martin hadn't seen one of those since his childhood. To thoroughly enjoy that bush-league piece of software, he had to buy an external USB floppy drive plus disks. The companies obviously had to do the same. Bulgaria was among the countries with the highest percentages of people using the Net. Its chief attractions were its nature and the fast Internet, as tour operators joked. Here, cutting-edge hardware and software were released at the same time as their world debuts. Computer setups definitely didn't come with a floppy drive.

All of that tickled Martin's fancy about toying with the idea of founding a company. He could work on his own, writing programs way better than all that garbage masquerading as software. Yes, he could. But that would make him visibly rich by local standards and somewhat famous. That didn't fit the purpose of his long stay in Bulgaria. Therefore he focused on what he did best. He took on online assignments by individuals or corporations. His digital den wasn't even DarkNet, the sector inaccessible to mere mortals. He surfed mostly BlackNet: an invisible offshoot

or a parallel stem
with its own rules, protocols, and underground feel, whose existence remained unknown even to privileged DarkNet users. Savvier analysts believed the ostensibly endless information on the public Net made up in fact only 4 to 10% of the whole online info. The other, and more interesting, part, they claimed, was on DarkNet.

Some thirty percent of it. The rest's on BlackNet.
Martin's assignments had to do with ferreting out info. Tracing transactions. Corporate secrets. Establishing links between people and events. Information was the currency of the twenty-first century. Sometimes, Martin worked for governments, too. At least that was what he suspected, given the client's anonymity and the nature of the task. And sometimes,

very rarely though
he balked at certain tasks. Or he eventually convinced himself that if it wasn't him, somebody else would do it.

He turned a tidy profit. He'd regularly offered financial support to his mother, but she was too proud for that. She therefore lived and worked in the city, while he'd settled in the house where she'd been born, in the small village of Tserovo in the Iskar Gorge. He quickly got used to enjoying the place: the yard looked out on majestically steep, menacingly looming cliffs, whose bowels held a cave reservoir supplying the whole village with water. As they said in his other homeland, it was a million-dollar view. Well, it was better than skyscrapers and hurrying stockbrokers, their tie knots so flawless as if their life depended on it.

Or does it really? What they're used to call life.
The clean air, kindhearted people, and organic food were all bonuses. The fast Internet, the location, and the lack of a decent cybercrime department completed the idyll.

Martin looked at the cliffs, still impressive after all those years, made his traditional afternoon coffee, grabbed a plate full of mekitsas—the local equivalent of doughnuts, only flatter

yeah, too lazy to cook a proper lunch
and sat down on the stairs in front of the summer kitchen. His new toy safely tucked under his arm.

It was a slim laptop without any logo, rounded and made of titanium. Martin had gotten the prototype as payment for his last assignment. Shock-proof, water-proof, EMP-resistant.

How did the Chinese do it? I doubt they used tubes.
But toughness wasn't the main asset of the laptop. It held a sixteen-core processor running on a frequency that required the use of the titanium case as a radiator, besides the water cooling. There was an 8-terabyte hard drive, too. Actually, there wasn't. Data was stored on built-in chips similar to USB flash memory, though faster than hard drives. The RAM was to your heart's content. The crown jewel was the software, though. You could select any operating system—up-to-date and featuring no backdoors. Linux, Windows, MacOS, DOS. If he wanted to, Martin could turn the thing into an X-Box, Playstation, an archaic Commodore 64, or its Bulgarian contemporary, the 8-bit Pravetz 81. He had top-notch emulators for everything. The inbuilt automatic anonymizer was the best he'd ever seen and relieved Martin of half his chores. Even as yet unwritten viruses stood no chance against the antivirus program. The local AI could predict the consequences of running any code.

The whole shebang was likely developed for the military.
The week before, Martin had copied his favorite applications

using the staggering WiFi bandwidth
to the new machine, and after doing a double low-level formatting, donated his old laptop to the local library.

Smiles, handshakes, and thanks. Oh, and a donation certificate.
There was only one snag in the techno-pastoral idyll. Martin had nobody around to discuss his interest with. Ever since he'd gotten the Computer, there were hardly any tricks and tactics to discuss with other hackers, his virtual faceless pals. Now he was a step ahead of them.

It's like having a nuclear weapon.
As for his analogous pastimes, there was only Peter. They often emailed each other, or Martin called him over the Net.

Last time, they'd talked about a theory, popular in various forums, that human beings used just 10% of their mental potential. If it was true, what did the other 90% do? The prevalent opinion held that a twentieth-century journalist misquoted Einstein, giving birth to the 10% urban legend. However, Martin dug deeper. He hacked into dozens of hospitals and labs around the world and copied records and scans of the brain activity of people who were awake, anesthetized, or even comatose. He was no doctor, but data was data. Especially if digital. For awake or comatose patients, outside the peaks in a given spectrum, there were frequencies where the monotonous graphs looked very similar.

As if they're processing something.
Martin and Peter loved theorizing on such topics. Peter was more moderate in his conclusions, and more critical of Martin's pet conspiracy theories. On the 10% issue, they almost reached a consensus it was more than an urban legend. People processed, and maybe even shared—given the similarities in the graphs—certain data.

The laptop was running under Windows now. Martin glanced at the lower right corner of the screen, calculated the time difference

for a change
and said, "Peter, voice mode."

A world map popped up. Multi-colored lines shot forth from Bulgaria. Following different routes, across different continents, the lines merged at a point in the US. The point made Peter's phone ring.

Before connecting, Martin said, "No visualization."

The map obediently vanished.

◦•••

"What you're telling me looks like SETI@home."

"Seti-at-what?"

Even though Peter couldn't see him, Martin gave him geeks' trademark grin at newcomers. "SETI at Home. A program. A screensaver. Looking for ET intelligence. The data from the Arecibo telescope gets recorded. It's so bulky that even if they use a supercomputer, they'd need millions of years to filter out a signal that seems artificial, emitted by intelligent creatures."

"And?"

"And they figured out they could use the CPU time of your and my computer, along with thousands more, when they're idle and turn on their—"

"Screensavers?"

"Right on. Any volunteer can install it. They receive, analyze and send back data packets—when they aren't playing some MMORPG."

Peter, apparently to spare himself the grin from before, didn't ask what that was. Instead he said, "And so they formed a supercomputer?"

"They formed a cluster, a hyper-super-duper computer, Peter! Later, other research organizations and NGOs embraced the idea and—"

"Right, I got the analogy. Ninety percent of our brains are busy doing something. Something we have no access to, unless we count the insight of 'star coordinates.' You think we may be similar to those SETI computers?"

"Somebody's planted data, a program in our heads. Why not? The interesting question is: what does it do, this ... something@brain?"

Another type of grin encapsulated Martin's satisfaction with the name. The grin of an operator who'd managed to digitalize some analogous data after plenty of grunts and coffee.

"So who created it and placed it in our heads?"

"That would be 'wrote and installed it.'" A grin of the first type.

"That would be if we talked computers, Martin."

Wrote? Installed?... God?
•◦◦◦ 

When he entered the lobby of Zander Industries, Emil Zander was pleased to hear the background noise drop. The guards straightened up and put on the ghosts of smiles. "Good morning, sir!"

Employees huddled around the elevators, and even visitors grew quiet, sensing the change in the air.

You're all lice. At least you're aware of it.
Emil took his personal elevator to the senior management floor. His office was straight opposite the doors. He walked between the huge, monitor-cluttered desks of his assistants, Podolsky and Gorsky.

Ski 1 and Ski 2.

They were second or third-generation Americans, with Polish and Russian roots, respectively.

And cockroaches like the rest, but they're loyal to me and work like robots. It's almost scary, how good they are at tracking comm around the world.
"How do you do, sir!"

Emil nodded at them. "Anything new?"

Rick Podolsky, the bigger toady aiming for Employee of the Year, spoke up first. "A single email with a mess of numbers. Nevertheless, I and the colleagues decided they were star coordinates and placed the entire info on your desk, sir."

"Okay."

Emil entered his office, crossed half an acre of luxury, and sat down at his desk made of a single block of polished granite. Mahogany was for parvenus. He looked at Sky 1 and 2's notes. An email from the US to Bulgaria.

Where the hell is that godforsaken place? Hah! Hell and God?
The mail said, Those numbers we talked about. What do you think they are?
Peter.
Then it listed said numbers. It seemed trivial.

A couple of kids, one in the US, the other in Bulgaria, playing riddles. Well, there's universal Net access for you. Podolsky and Gorsky have overdone it again.
But that was what he paid them for: to overdo it. He crumpled the notes and dropped them into the cylindrical granite bin, whose contents went through a shredder twice a day before feeding the furnace. He leaned back into the non-eco leather chair, crossed his legs on the desk, took out a genuine Havana cigar, and let his eyes roam over the magnificent

in Emil's view
panorama out the window.

•◦◦•

Ann О'Maly-Ström, a slender woman in her mid-thirties, was barely noticeable in the dim room. She stood very still and stared at her laptop screen. There wasn't much there:

Those numbers we talked about. What do you think they are?
16, 42, 58, 06, 45, 09, 1, 9600, –1.45, 8,7
Cheers,
Peter.
Ann had intercepted this email from Zander's network. The numbers piqued her interest. She closed her eyes and focused. The regular features of her face grew stern. The vast database stored in her brain fairly buzzed. Ann toyed with the numbers, looking for a pattern.

Data sets, comparison, analysis ....
A few minutes later, her eyes opened, her brain switched gears, and her symmetric features

We see symmetry as beauty, do we not? Or is beauty, particularly women's beauty, merely a play of lights and shadows, emphasized by make-up? The one in charge of defining beauty is the observer, nor the observed. It's the observer who looks at a face, posture, or neckline and perceives the promise of happiness, which:
a) may be there;
b) isn't there at all
agreed to display her characteristic calm.

Star coordinates. Sirius A.
She'd have to pay a visit to this Peter fellow. Her fingers danced across the keyboard. The IP address in the email told her the physical address. She closed the laptop and stood up. She crossed the room, opened the wardrobe, and looked at the casual clothing section. This case might prove to be complicated, so she decided to keep the tight charcoal-black leotard, which doubled as a bulletproof vest and had saved her life several times. Its fabric was made of densely intertwined threads of elastin, Kevlar, carbon, and buckminsterfullerene.

Ann brought her palm to the back of the open wardrobe, and it split in two. The two parts slid into the walls with a soft hydraulic hum, revealing an arsenal which could make Basque separatists, Al Qaeda, or even Neo envious. Ann picked a Glock 18 with a silencer.

It was a modification of Glock 17, made for the Austrian EKO Cobra counter-terrorists. It featured semi-automatic and automatic fire, larger clips, and tritium sights.

Ann also picked up two extra clips.

She considered a Heckler & Koch MP5SD-N with an integrated silencer. The N letter revealed the name of the client who'd requested the modification: NAVY, the US one. This thing could shoot even underwater. But that was going too far already; even the Glock had more bullets than a Soviet border guard during the Cold War.

When her wardrobe looked like one again, she took out a black (eco-leather) cape coat, put it on, and glanced at the mirror. Once buttoned up, the wide coat perfectly concealed the combined length of the gun and silencer. As for the charcoal leotard, it could pass for a pair of leggings. It wasn't clear if the tall black shoes—fairly lugged, but also subtly elegant—came from the fashion industry or the military one, but she put them on. She took her car keys and strode out.

•◦•◦ 

You know how it goes while surfing the Net? You're looking for a specific item, a result catches your eye, you follow your curiosity, and a dozen hyperlinks later, you're browsing a site that has nothing to do with the keywords you typed an hour ago.

Peter began with trends in dental medicine and technologies for denture manufacture. He was trying to devise a lifebelt for Barton Dental.

A side production line? A new product?
And now he replayed a Youtube video for the third time. How to make a CNC printer out of an old floppy drive. The video showed said hacked floppy drive, a felt-tip pen in place of the read-write head, whirring and writing the narrator's name. The breaking off-screen voice explained what to use as a controller and said the software had been written in C++.

Peter had no idea why he stared at the video like mesmerized. Or why he then clicked on a link to videos about 3D printers; the first tab of his browser waited with the results of innovations in dental prosthetics. After three hours and dozens of videos and articles about printers, his head throbbed more distinctly than his heart.

He went to the kitchen, drank two aspirins, and sat down in his favorite leather armchair in the living room. He gazed at the TV screen. He wasn't paying close attention to the documentary there. He simply worried about closing his eyes.

It isn't green at all to sit at your computer while keeping the TV on.
On the screen, Morgan Freeman explained that light acted now as a wave, now as a particle—it all depended on the experiment observer. A gorgeous 3D animation complemented his words in the background.

3D. A 3D printer?
The dual nature of photons had been driving physicists crazy for more than a century. Peter had read about quantum mechanics in his teen years.

The result depends on the observer. On man. It all depends on us. On me. Barton Dental ....
Reluctantly, he closed his eyes. Yet he chose to not look for the numbers; he forced his thoughts elsewhere. To something pleasant, in the hope it would dispel the headache. To all those blissful summers spent with Granny Rose on her small ranch. It was there that she and Stephen, Martin's granddad, introduced the boys to each other, almost by force. They must've noticed the two were odd, aloof. Martin and Peter had been nine or ten then. At first, they mistrusted one another. Then, slowly, there came acceptance, as if they'd sniffed they belonged to the same kind: smart, isolated, thirsty for more knowledge. However, one was a book addict, the other, a computer junkie. Then they became inseparable. Martin turned out to be the more jagged rock in the mill.

They slept now at Stephen's ranch, now at Granny Rose's. And now in the wigwam erected for their game of Indians. During the day, they played and ran and rode and made mischief. They spoke about the fascinating ideas in a book they'd found, or how to overclock a processor. They fished at the nearby stream under Steven's skillful guidance. Granny Rose cooked for them. She also often grumbled,

never in Martin's presence, though
"You'll see the numbers alright, but will you arrange them?" She did it so often that Peter never asked what numbers those were; he thought them to be some idiosyncratic folklore. Until now!

He opened his eyes, expelled from the state between sleep and memories.

Oh Granny! You've seen them too! Arrange them?
Perhaps that was what was expected of him. Yet Granny Rose had passed away many years ago. He couldn't ask her. How did the old joke go? "Oh, why didn't I listen to my dad when he talked to me!" "Why, what did he say?" "Dunno. I wasn't listening."

His dad. The numbers?
Rose was his dad's mother. Shortly after her death and long after his divorce from Flora,

... Bermuda, her new husband the plastic surgeon, the gas explosion on his stupid yacht ... some yachts did disappear in that area. Not that one, though—it just blew up ...
Charles Barton transferred his shares and position to Peter and withdrew to the ranch. He never said why, and Peter never asked.

The ranch.
My family seemed to prefer it to Florida. Will I live my last years there too?
Peter picked up his phone and dialed long distance.

•◦•• 

"Dad, it's Peter."

"Hi son. Is it Christmas already? Hadn't noticed."

"Come on, I don't call so rarely. How have you been?"

"Fine. I'm just trying, with variable success, to teach Collie what qualifies as a bathroom and what doesn't."

Collie was a collie indeed, named by Charles in a burst of non-creativity. Peter laughed

in his mind
imagining the scene.

Then he recalled Percival, the collie from his childhood. The best and most loyal friend he'd ever had. Percy loved fetch-the-ball and nosed everyone to keep tossing. He might be reeling with exhaustion, but he'd still ferret the ball out of shrubs and pools. And make Peter's shoulder hurt with all those pitches.

Looking back, Peter realized Percy had been extraordinary indeed. That he'd deferred to Peter as the pack leader was normal, an inborn part of dogs' psychology. But how had Percy been able to pick, after a brief and obvious hesitation on his muzzle, between the simultaneous options of food or a stroll?

Or, for that matter, make sense of jokes? For instance, Percy knew Martin was a human as well as he knew cats were cats: small balls of fluff, good for chasing. If Peter told him to go to Martin, Percy did. He approached Martin as a friendly human. If Peter showed him a cat, Percy pursued it. Vigorously but not viciously. Enough to act his dog part and limber up.

However, much to everyone's surprise, Percy also obeyed the combination of those two commands: "Go to Martin the cat!" He bore down on Martin, prowling and growling.

I'm scaring the cat but I'm not biting the friend.
And when Peter said, "Attaboy, Percy!", the dog instantly abandoned the act. Which meant he'd gotten the joke, it was over, and Martin was human again. Charles teased that Percy was so smart, they could teach him to use a computer with a bit of effort. Only if his paws were better fitted to the keyboard and mouse. Cesar Millan would probably offer all his assets to the Bartons to get his hands on that dog.

Percy could always sense when there was half an hour left till the arrival of the Pack Leader. No matter whether Peter came by car, on his bike, or on foot—as if an unseen, elastic cord linked their souls.

And what about certain psychologists' claim that REM and its companion phase of paradoxical dreams were unique to humans? That they were a proof of intelligence? Percy dreamed too, going into REM. Peter felt a pang of regret that he'd always been too busy to introduce Percy to those psychologists.

"Company issues?" his dad said.

"Nothing I can't deal with."

Jesus!
"So you've already picked the lady of your heart and are bringing her for an introduction?"

"Oh come on!"

"Just asking. No? What is it then?"

"I was thinking about Granny."

There was silence on the other end.

"Has she ever told you anything about numbers?"

"Numbers?"

"Yeah. I recalled she kept telling me I was going to see the numbers but would I be able to arrange them?" Peter said uneasily.

"Hmm. Yes, when I was a boy, she used to tell me something similar. Why though?"

"And did you see them?"

So far, Charles had been petting the head of the dog sitting next to his feet. Collie had lolled his tongue out and displayed the trademark collie "grin." Now Charles stopped stroking him, and Collie took back his grin. Charles' titanium gaze softened briefly; he still had a soft spot for old Rose.

And now Peter asking about numbers?...
"I was in charge of a company, remember? And when I was in school, I also won a Math Olympiad. I've seen numbers aplenty."

I thought I was paying for business and management, not for numerology.
"Peter, is everything alright?"

"Yeah, don't worry, just a passing thought. Later, Dad! Kiss Collie on that pointed muzzle from me."

"Later."

Six-month-old Collie had grown restless after such a long time of inaction. He growled softly and pulled Charles's trouser leg with his teeth, but Charles paid him no mind. He held the receiver in front of his face and his steely eyes

which, just like Peter's, could look silver in the right light
gazed through it at the horizon.

Peter hung up. He did feel uneasy. Asking Martin the Snarky about the numbers no longer seemed

for now
a good idea.

••◦◦ 

He was back home. He left his coat, sat down in the armchair, and turned on the TV. Morgan Freeman was on again.

Guy must own this channel.
Peter smiled inside. He headed for the kitchen to grab a beer.

Or an espresso?
He hadn't made up his mind yet: he needed both. He noticed his computer was turned on. The screensaver (after talking with Martin, Peter had installed seti@home) drew graphs against a stellar sky.

It's not exactly ecofriendly to keep your comp on 24/7.
Peter patted the mouse, and the video about the 3D printer popped up, on pause. He leaned forward, propped his arms on the desk, and stared at the monitor.

There's a reason why this draws my curiosity.
He breathed in and closed his eyes, meaning to reflect on his interest in three-dimensional printers. Yet over the past few days, he'd learned to discover the numbers instantaneously. Never mind the emerging headache.

A meek form of masochism?
They were in "full-screen mode." Hundreds upon hundreds! Separated by small spaces. And they moved as if somebody was leaning on the Page Down key. Or perhaps Page Up; their speed made it hard to tell. Peter figured out a way to make them come to the foreground. So he could control them to some degree. He tried shuffling them. They moved too fast for that. Then he opted for a simple algorithm. Ones next to ones, twos next to twos, and ... he lost it. It was hard. He started from the beginning. And again. And again.

It took him hours before he got the hang of it.

It's working!
I'm moving them.
And when he grouped the digits into pairs, they disappeared! Peter forgot about his beer

coffee?
or even breathing out. He couldn't stop grouping them. He lost track of time but he didn't dare open his eyes. Despite the growing headache.

At last, all that was left was: 192, 168, 10, 112, 80, 96.

Put the ones together, and again, the nines, the twos, the sixes, eights, zeroes.
The digits kept vanishing.

ONE.
There was a single one left, in the lower right corner of what he—despite his closed eyes—called his "field of vision." It had no pair partner. Peter focused all of his attention on it. It grew distinct, glowing in electric blue. Its shape shifted between 1, ١, and I. Roman or Arabic, it was still the number one. Peter mentally reached out; he could nearly see his hand. His organism prodded him to breathe out. He touched the one—and darkness swallowed everything. Then it gave way to utter blackness.

••◦• 

He came to on the floor. He felt like new: no headache, no nothing. He stood up confidently, grasped the mouse, and never even glancing at the screen, closed the browser with the 3D printer video and shut down the computer. Now he knew why the printers had affected him. It was so elementary that he got angry at himself. He needed a new product to save the company. The appliances they sold cast dental crowns and bridges. One could say they manufactured three-dimensional products.

Like 3D printers!
Peter groped for his cellphone and called Barton Dental's CEO. "Hello Bill."

"Greetings, boss."

"Listen, I want you to gather our engineers. Let them check the options for integrating a 3D digital scanner into the current dental chairs."

"Sounds innovative, and I'm listening carefully, but I'd like to note it's Saturday. Saturday evening."

Saturday? I've been out for a day and a half!
It wasn't like the conversation couldn't wait till Monday. Yet the creative fever clutched Peter. It spurred him on. "Never mind that, make a conference call, pay them to go to the office, promise bonuses—you figure it out. Then they should find or design a 3D printer compatible with the dental chair files. Featuring cutting tools for plastics, metal, and ceramics—everything we use for crowns."

"I'm taking notes."

"And, uh, meanwhile call our lawyers. Hope there isn't any similar application or patent at the Office and they'll let us patent it."

Then Peter explained the specifics of the system he planned to patent, and hung up.

He also needed a specific 3D modeling software for the dental technicians. The company had an IT specialist, but he was unlikely to manage on his own.

Martin!
The problem with finding Martin was that he always called from a different number. Peter even suspected his friend didn't have a cellphone but used some Internet

once he called them VoIP
channels. He tried the latest unfamiliar number in the memory. No response. The previous one had taken him to a polite recording of an operator in an unfamiliar

even for him!
language. Another one had yielded some modem noise. Peter wasn't anywhere near Martin's level, yet he was shocked modems still worked somewhere.

Now he heard a cheerful female voice: "Lufthansa, how may I help you?" Whatever. He had to wait for the results from the check at the Patent Office anyway.

I'm going to email him. That way, I can also send him the latest numbers I saw in that mad dance: 192, 168, 10, 112, 80, 96.
Peter could hear the street noise.

Is that normal? Across brick walls and several floors above the street? Perhaps I'd never paid it any mind before.
He was hungry, ravenous even. He headed for the kitchen. In passing, he turned off the TV, a second before the newscast started. Today, for a change from the usual rehashed topics, the news were going to report a meteorite crash over a faraway Russian town.

Peter touched the door of the fridge and froze. Suddenly, he was aware of everything inside. There was a can of beer on the door

Grolsch, Dutch, best before December 10,
a little Spanish cheese

217 grams,
a piece of pizza baked ...

three days, eight hours, seven minutes ago.
Dizzy with the information deluge, rather than the scant contents of his bachelor's fridge

Samsung, 260 liters, Class A++
Peter decided to eat out.

•••◦

Peter's favorite neighborhood eatery was two blocks away from his home. The owner was a Spaniard, who took an active part in the kitchen. His culinary skills had turned Peter into a regular.

His usual table was unoccupied. On a Saturday evening, there wasn't much to see out the window: most people had painted the town red the night before, and now the street was all but empty. The lack of sights didn't affect Peter's appetite in the least. After a gazpacho, done by the original Andalusian recipe, he ordered lechazo and a paella valenciana, abundantly garnishing them with cabrales and jamón serrano. The jamón wasn't ibérico, but that would've made the prices in the eatery skyrocket. It would've made the eatery itself more snobbish, and that apparently wasn't on the proprietor's agenda.

The newfound sense of details kept astounding Peter. He somehow knew bits about the history of the building, which the local historical society could only dream of. He also knew where each ingredient in his delicious dinner had come from.

If I order a coke, would I get to know its composition too? Much to the horror of the company.
Peter smirked. He put off analyzing cokes, drank up his San Miguel beer, and prepared to pay the bill. In the street, a gray

in the evening, all cats are gray
Mercedes G65 AMG SUV

5980 cubic centimeters, 612 horsepower.
passed slowly.

Was that its second time for the night?

This seems like a curse. I've turned into a mobile lab, an encyclopedia, and a security cam all at once. Throw in some paranoia, and it gets just peachy.
Peter suppressed the welling-up details about the SUV, laid down a fat tip, and said a polite goodbye

been polite since I was a kid
to the owner. He ambled back toward his place amid the cool evening air. After the ample dinner, a stroll would do him good.

The brain accounts for 3% of the body mass, but uses 20% of the energy.
Peter recalled that as he wondered why he'd ordered and devoured so much food. Was it a random association? The clarity and profundity of his thoughts after the numbers got arranged stirred his unease again. His senses had sharpened too. He was halfway back home, when the familiar noise of a car engine made him glance over his shoulder. The Mercedes.

The fact that you're paranoid doesn't mean they aren't out go get you.
The SUV stopped fifteen feet behind him, and two athletic figures slipped out into the dark street.

Eighteen feet, twenty
Peter kept walking. There was something disconcerting about these men.

twenty—
"Peter Barton, stop! FBI!"

—two, bull: FBI are suits, and these guys wear army boots. Besides, there's something wrong with one's outline. A gun? Also, the FBI drive US cars. Twenty-four feet.
"Be a good boy and don't make us chase you. Come inside the car. We just want to talk."

Peter saw himself as a good boy—it was a matter of opinion anyway—so he sprinted off and swerved down an alley between two buildings. He had a thirty-foot head start, and the

FBI?
agents looked fit; their military training showed even in the dim light. Now their steps followed him, and the SUV engine revved up.

Three. There're at least three of them.
When the duo reached the corner, Peter's head start was twenty-seven feet. The SUV passed by the alley. It'd probably try to block him on the other side. A breechblock clicked.

"You nuts? We need him alive!"

A shot!
"Aim for the legs!"

Peter drew a long straw, and the bullet drew a few sparks out of the tarmac, whizzing

like in a Western movie?
three feet ahead of him.

Guy does aim low!
The thought didn't comfort Peter. Right now, he held his legs dearer than most other body parts. They kept him away from the attackers, after all.

A second breechblock click!
Now both of them would try to maim him. The alley turned left to join the main street, but that was probably where the third attacker waited. Ahead, an eight-foot gate made of welded metal pipes and wire mesh barred the entrance to a construction site. Fast, borne on the adrenaline rush, Peter came up with a plan. He barely had time to fret that he'd seen such stunts only in the movies, and watching wasn't learning. A large rectangular trash can stood six feet from the gate. Peter jumped onto it, as a bullet pinged off. Two strides later, he was flying at the gate. His belly smacked painfully into its upper edge. When the momentum threw his torso forward, one of his hands was on the frame, the other propped against the mesh on the other side. A bullet whizzed and drew some sparks

not like in a Western movie
from the metal mesh, as Peter's legs drew an arc above the gate. He pushed with both hands and landed inside the construction site.

Chalk one up for me!
Peter was fairly surprised by his calmness. He held no illusions he was now sound and safe. Never slowing down, he leaped from the edge of the foundation pit onto the first floor. Concrete pillars and bullets whizzed by him in the dark. His pursuers would have no trouble copying his stunt over the gate, so Peter feverishly prayed for something to delay them. What could it be? His brain started visualizing a potential obstacle.

One pursuer—the ideologue of aiming at the legs—was already flying from the trash can to the gate, when he saw the spikes along its rim: a span apart each. He managed to get both his hands on safe segments. Then the inexorable combination of momentum and gravity brought his torso along. He screamed and thrashed on top of the gate, looking nonplussed.

Thug number two realized there was something wrong and veered toward the middle of the gate. He shot the padlock, nearly point-blank, and shouldered his way between the two wings. His fellow groaned after the shot and screamed at the shouldering. However, the other was a professional: he had his priorities straight. At top speed, he ran in the supposedly right direction.

At the other end of the construction site, Peter groped and found a tear in the mesh. He slipped out in the street. He was just about to congratulate himself on the two-nil result, when he saw the parked SUV

with angular outlines
and the figure bearing down on him. There was a predatory flash in its hand.

••••

The Land Cruiser roared out of nowhere. It braked in front of Peter, nearly sweeping him away. It definitely swept away—with a crunch—the driver of the Mercedes, who'd been rushing at Peter with a serrated

army
knife in hand. A woman sat at the wheel. She said across the lowered side window, "Peter Barton, are you getting in?"

Over the next quarter of a second, Peter's mind flared with as many thoughts as could break through the staggering cocktail of adrenaline and testosterone.

I've grown exceptionally popular! Toyota Land Cruiser V8. Forceful, rough, and timely. Don't know her. Knows my name. Another pursuer? A trap?
A glance revealed her face to be pretty and—if he had to pick a single word—alive.

Trust her.
He stepped inside, and the door slammed shut from the abrupt start. A machine gun roared behind them, the rear window turned into a fine web, something cracked under the wheels. The jolt of running over the mercenary brought down half the cracked window. The woman pointed her left hand over her right shoulder, holding a dark, cylindrical object. Never taking her eyes off the rearview mirror, she shot a

nearly
noiseless bullet

nothing like in a Western movie
across the rear window. Then, while assessing that she'd missed the shape crouching by the Mercedes, she took such a right ninety-degree turn that the Toyota's inbuilt security systems shrieked with surprise and indignation. But they were already round the corner and beyond the line of fire.

"Peter Barton, as you obviously know." He tried to demonstrate self-control. That cylinder had been a silenced gun.

"Ann O'Malley-Ström, if you insist on formalities. Please call me Ann, glad to meet you. Give me your phone." She said it with a smile, as if they hadn't just been shot at, she hadn't run over an attacker, but had merely picked up a hitchhiker and was getting introduced. Peter realized this was nowhere near a come-on, and wordlessly handed over his cellphone.

Like in a movie.
"You came in the nick of time, thank you," he said. "That man ... did you kill him?"

"I thing I missed the second one."

And I never miss.
"The other guy, yeah. Jaywalking. Or would you rather he'd gutted you?" She casually tossed his phone out the side window.

Peter would rather not, so he kept silent. Despite her actions, she didn't look like a cold-blooded murderer.

Because she saved my life? Or because of her aura? Her looking beautiful and dangerous?
He had no clue. But he hoped to live long enough to find out.

After about a mile of left and right turns, ignored red lights and fading sirens, the adrenaline slowly released the tortured needle of the hormone meter and gave way to more questions. "Really, how do you, Miss O'Maly, in my generally peaceful neighborhood, at this time of the day, run into a shootout and save me so ... resolutely? Have you been following me, Ann?"

Miss O'Maly, Ann, you retard ....
His head hurt again. A lot. But not the way it had before he'd arranged the numbers. Every migraine sufferer knows there're nuances. Just like Scandinavians have

at least
seven words for "snow."

"It would've been a shootout if you'd returned fire, but yes, it so happened I was following you. And no, I'm not with them. I could've driven over you, right?" She smiled at him—indeed, only her eyes did. Then they noticed his harrowed looks. "Why don't you try taking a nap? We still have a ways to go. We'll have time for Who Wants to Be a Millionaire when we get to a safe place. I wanna drive for a while, make sure nobody tails us. Look ... I've been where you are. At first, everything exhausts you, you're hungry and quite sleepy. And your head hurts."

Peter started to protest. Yet she had described the symptoms better than himself.

They shot at me. I don't know who she is, where we're going. She's been following me? Drive over me? She drove over that guy! Didn't look FBI, him. And she's putting me to bed? It's not bedtime. In my condition? What's with my condition?
The instants of stupor and headache from the past few days and the rush from the past few minutes took their toll. Peter felt like an old, thrashed stray dog. Fatigue resolutely pushed questions away. He was surrendering, and in a strange way, he was grateful that someone else got to decide for him right now. Physical reality seemed to grow thinner around him. He felt nausea. Before closing his eyes, he summoned the strength to get surprised that he was really falling asleep

just falling.
Can't be!
He closed his eyes and got a glimpse of the colorful veils. The numbers weren't there. In their stead, the outlines of a row of shiny metal spikes with conical tips were fading away. He fell asleep.

He fell.

•◦◦◦◦

Peter woke up when the SUV stopped. The fragments of his dream slipped away. He remembered only the conclusion the dream had led him to: that he did not like the world he lived in, because it was ruled by resources. Coal, petrol, electricity, water ....

They stood opposite a bookstore in a quiet

and unknown
district, which the intimation of a dawn made even quieter. That gave him some idea how long he'd slept.

Books & Knowledge. Inconspicuous, squished between a Starbucks and a sleek boutique, both closed, the bookstore showcase could be used as the décor of a Victorian-era movie, given the proper painting. Like libraries, Peter loved bookstores.

"It's here. Come on."

They got off the Toyota and approached the bookstore. Ann shot a glance over her shoulder, brought her palm to the door frame—first on the left, then on the right—like a hurried rite, grasped the knob, and walked in. Peter cast a final look back and followed her. Whether because he was still rubbing at his eyes or because recently reality could race a dream

a nightmare,
he couldn't see the bright reflection of the street lights in the rear window of the Land Cruiser.

•◦◦◦•

The imbecile hasn't assessed the data.

The Chair fumed. "Get me through to the COM, at once!"

The Computing Operations Manager was directly subordinate to the Chair. He was paid an annual salary of nine million US dollars. Outside his income from Zander Industries, the facade for his actual activities.

And when the COM, alias Emil Zander, looked at the screen of his ringing phone, he nearly dropped the cigar into his lap. The last time he'd seen that number had been twelve years ago.

Something's messed up!
The Chair had the right to cut one of Emil's salaries.

An annual one! Like that time!
That was the good news, though. If he could only get away with a single cut salary. Nobody fooled with these folks.

"I'm glad to hear you, sir!" Emil had stood up inadvertently.

"So why are you glad? Are you an idiot? Or should I find another idiot, who will be glad as well, though not so much, after binning info about a potentially valuable new Player? Fellow may come in cheaper."

The bin? What about the shredder? Or do they make copies? Cameras? God!
Emil squinted hatefully at the bin. Paranoia and terror gave him a double kick in the diaphragm. "I do not understand, Sir, I—"

"Peter Barton! And the other! Where was he from? Belarus!" The years since the Grokking had apparently automatized the slipping of errors and inaccuracies into the Chair's speech.

The lies and half-lies are the same as ever, though.
"Bulgaria—"

"Are you correcting me?!"

"No, Sir! I just ...." Emil's skin broke into beads of sweat. His short, receding hair along with his tiny darting eyes gave him a ratlike look.

"I want everything about them! And I want them! Alive! At once!"

"Of course, sir, I am personally going to ...." Emil realized he was talking to the disconnect tone. He put the receiver down and slumped. The corner of his mouth trembled, and his gaze showed he now had a fair idea how a trapped wild animal felt.

I wish I could work for two years without any salary but get away from this.
When he managed to master the tremor, he pressed a button on the intercom and barked, "Podolsky, Gorsky, in my office!"

Two seconds later, they were there. Gorsky said, "Sir?"

Podolsky, the dumpy epitome of a computer geek, was silent, staring at the desk top. There, next to the ashtray, a cigar stub smoked, without doing any harm to the granite. It wasn't mahogany, after all.

•◦◦•◦

Hollywood excelled at creating an atmosphere. If it wrote Egypt, 1933 on a scene with overburdened and growling camels, a souq against rectangular flat-roofed buildings the color of the Sahara, and swarthy vendors in long white robes crying, "Yalla, yalla"

with a palatalized 'l'
you couldn't help believing it was Egypt, 1933.

And if the magician sage

Priest? Druid?
out of a blockbuster fantasy flick looked like the man Anne and Peter faced in the room behind the bookstore, he'd fit right in.

Peter tried not to seem boorish, sweeping his eyes from the beard—nearly a span long, pearly white, and well trimmed—to the linen shirt under the long retro coat. The nose was slightly aquiline; the black shoes, as glossy as those of any Arab businessman. However, all similes took a break when Peter looked into those eyes. They were like embers: black, and yet radiating warm-colored energy, which scanned Peter deeper than any NMR. Their gaze made him feel it read straight into his brain.

The magician sensed Peter's astonishment, smiled

probably enjoying what he's reading in my mind,
and stepped forward, reaching out. Turned out he had a name, too. "Seymour King. That's why it says Books & Knowledge on the front."

Peter considered that for a nanosecond.

Knowledge, KnowING, KING.
Seymour King ... Stephen King.
Once, he'd come across a short book by Stephen King: On Writing, or something like that. He never bothered to memorize the original title, because he liked the one he came up with: How I Transformed from Stephen King to King Stephen. Not that King would use it himself; it was too immodest.

Don't get distracted.
"Peter Barton. King's derived from 'one who knows.'"

"Attaboy! Seymour is the easy part. Our dearest Ann seems to have made no mistake about you."

"I have a few—"

"Questions? Of course you do. Only fools don't. Please, let's sit down. Will our dearest Ann be so kind to make tea for everyone?" Seymour smiled gently, probably trying to break the ice.

Or his is a generally gentle nature?
•◦◦••

After the briefing in Zander's office, Podolsky and Gorsky set to work. That their usually haughty and sarcastic boss

which they'd gotten used to
now looked and acted like a tropical storm

which was new
disturbed them.

And they were good at their job. In less than twenty-four hours, taking no breaks, they knew everything about Peter Barton. Address, driver's license, social security number, bank accounts, business status, registered office, share price, employee addresses—you name it. The printer kept spouting sheets.

They started eavesdropping on the comms of everyone around Peter. They intercepted a conversation between Barton Dental's CEO and the company's law firm. It was about a pending check in the Patent Office, due Monday.

With Martin Shields, they hit a snag. At least they wanted to present their failure to Zander as "a snag." Shields's email told them he was somewhere in Bulgaria. When they tried to track down his IP address, it turned out his email used a Bulgarian domain, but had last been opened from Moldova. And before that, from China. They considered breaking into the Bulgarian government servers and looking for a person named Martin Shields, but they remembered all the information would be written in Cyrillic. They postponed the idea until finding someone who spoke Bulgarian. They conjectured Martin was related to the US, but they only found he held a dual citizenship. Nothing else.

People left gigabytes of electronic footprints. All the time. Transactions, fines, social security payments. Any such data about Martin was missing. As if it had been erased on purpose.

Gorsky called national and federal institutions, municipalities and police stations in every state and applied his social engineering skills. It led him to a different Martin Shields, or to nothing.

Podolsky stared at his screen in despair, his mind full of the smoking cigar on the granite desktop.

Nope, it won't count as a snag.
Podolsky didn't want to be the bearer of the news about untraceable Shields, so he made himself look busy. Gorsky sighed and knocked on Zander's door.

"Yes!"

"We have everything on Peter Barton, sir. Here's the folder."

"How about Shields?"

There we go.
"We found he holds an American and a Bulgarian citizenship. He's probably in Bulgaria now. That's what his father believes too, but they haven't been in touch for years. We suspect that either Martin has computer skills comparable to our or he's hired a hacker. Everything about his life in the US has been deleted. For more info from Bulgaria, we're going to need a translator—"

"Probably?! Believes?! Either or?! You suspect?! Is that what you call your best shot? Skills ... what skills are you blabbering about?" Fear of the Chair transformed into fury. And the fury rose inside Emil Zander. Who should he pour it out on, if not his subordinates? He forced himself to calm down.

"Sir, we"—Gorsky emphasized the plural form, hoping to deflect some of Zander's anger—"found everything about Peter. For Martin, we need more time and a translator."

Time?! They need time? At once! That's what the Chair said: at once!
Emil was aware that Sky 1 and Sky 2 were his only potential saviors. He was glad he'd held back from calling them lice aloud. He leafed through the thick folder.

Barton Dental, Charles and Peter Barton, servers, in Cyrillic, eavesdropping, the Patent Office, hmm, it usually starts with a patent ....
He managed to soften his tone. "I'll arrange a translator for you. Which teams are available?"

"All of them, sir. We haven't had to interfere recently."

"Dispatch Delta to Peter. I need him alive!"

Six of the teams were in the US. Delta was the best. A former marine, Green Beret, and elite CIA agent. Emil wanted to play safe.

Is there such a thing as a former CIA agent?
"Right away, sir!" said Gorsky. He might still get away with it.

"Which one's closest to Bulgaria?"

"Tango, sir. They're in France." Elmore Gorski had done his homework. All of it: the fist-thick folder contained the names and contacts of several people who tended not to ask questions and knew Bulgarian. As well as the team locations.

All of it ... except for Martin Shields.
"Send them to Bulgaria. Tell them to be ready. And keep searching. Both I and Tango will be expecting intel within twenty-four hours!"

"Right away, sir!"

Gorsky closed the massive door behind himself, leaned against it, and heaved a sigh.

Right away, yeah. I just hope his "right away" matches the Chair's "at once."
•◦•◦◦

The entrance to the underground parking of Zander Industries was at the back of the building. There was a barrier and a guard, whose stance barely betrayed his military training. With seemingly sluggish yet measured movements, he raised the barrier, let in the two gray Mercedeses G65 AMG and a huge van so they didn't even have to slow down, and lowered it behind them.

The vehicles crossed the entire parking at a uniform speed. They approached the concrete wall at the end of the parking, showing no signs of decelerating. One after the other, they sank into the wall.

Zander operations required discretion. The hologram-based illusion of a wall, just like the joinery company ads covering the sides of the van, served that requirement.

The vehicles stopped in the middle of a spacious chamber with a polished concrete floor, brightly lit by luminescent lights. Their occupants walked out without any words or fuss. Army boots creaked against the glossy floor. 

They opened the trunk of one of the SUV. There was a black synthetic sack with a zip inside, human-shaped. Then they took out the wing of a gate from the van and laid it on the ground. A gurney followed, carrying an unconscious hulk, his stomach bandaged, his arms attached to an IV. A small man with grizzled hair and round spectacles checked the IV. Above his shoulder, across the open back doors, one could ascertain that the van was indeed furnished as something between an ambulance and an operating room. 

Rick Podolsky approached, glanced at the bloodied wing of the gate, and softly spoke to the single uninjured member of team Delta. Then he pulled out his cellphone, paced a few steps while he waited, and said in a measuredly mournful voice, "Sir, I believe you should see this. We're down here, yes."

•◦•◦•

It turned out that

our dearest
Ann, besides driving like the Devil and shooting in the city boasting ever-decreasing crime rates, could also brew tea. She poured it in the manner characteristic of North Africa. She would gradually lift the silver

Morocco Sterling Silver
teapot above the glass, spilling not a drop. That way, the tea formed froth, which boosted its fragrance.

Ann set a silver sugar-bowl

same origin
and pushed the glasses towards the men. "Grandpa, Peter." Then she crossed her legs next to Seymour, glass in her lap. She stirred it innocently. Nothing in common with the Ann from a while ago. Peter watched her curiously.

Just curiously?
"Thank you, child."

"Thanks," said Peter too, looking between her and Seymour. He sought likenesses. He found none.

Is she his granddaughter?
They took a sip. Peter had drunk such tea only with the Berbers. In the Sahara. To be more precise, with Najm Hansuli, who gladly took him in, showed him the way, and eventually it turned out he'd robbed him too. Anyway, at least the memory of Najm's tea evoked positive emotions.

Seymour brought him back to this continent. "Well, we've made ourselves comfortable, and now you have the right to ask. Don't worry your questions may sound odd. The answers will be surprising too."

"Well, sir ...." King's bearing

eyes
prevented Peter from addressing him on a first-name basis.

"Seymour!" The fiery eyes smiled at him.

"Right, Seymour. You and your granddaughter ... what are you?"

"I keep a bookstore. Ann, now? She's not my granddaughter. She calls me like that out of respect, I guess. We've been together for too long. Or she just wishes to remind me of my age? Alright, look now ...."

Peter tensed slightly at all this circumlocution. It was an overture

to what? a secret? a harebrained scheme?
"The world is dualistic in nature," Seymour went on. "Yin and yang. Male and female. Light and darkness. Us and they. Now, before. I know you grasped the point, so feel free to stop me. Have you felt strange recently?"

"Yes, frequent headaches. I couldn't focus on my everyday tasks. And I started receiving a little

a lot
more detailed knowledge about the surrounding objects. If we also bring in the shootout ...."

They weren't so familiar that he could tell them about the numbers. He hadn't let even Martin in on the details.

Seymour and Ann exchanged furtive glances. Peter took the opportunity to cast one of his own at Ann.

"When I said she wasn't wrong about you, I didn't mean you knew the etymology of the word 'king.' Everybody with Google may learn that."

If they're curious enough.
"So what's the odd part about me?" Peter asked casually, trying to cover up his hope to find out the truth. In the context of the last couple of days, the notions of real, abnormal and odd badly needed redefining. Or at least a second opinion.

"The spikes," Seymour replied casually, and took an even more casual sip from his tea.

The spikes?
Peter recalled the image—or rather, the diagram of blurry steel spikes, which he'd seen just before falling asleep.

Can he really read minds, with those eyes of his? The spikes weren't even a thought.
Tea in Murano glasses, odd-shaped as they are .... Ugh, let it go now.
They'd caught him unprepared. He didn't know what to say.

"You're probably aware that light can behave as both wave and particle?"

"Yeees?"

Change of topic?
Peter pictured himself

the spikes?!
sprawled in his leather chair, watching Morgan Freeman's enthralling explanations of this duality. He wondered if the coincidences were random, or if everything

the books, Granny Rose, Martin, the company, the languages
prepared you for a turning point in your life. Peter wasn't very religious, but he would not mind calling that a Revelation of sorts.

"Incidentally, the wave function of light refutes the currently prevalent scientific view that interstellar space is empty. A vacuum. Starlight reaches us, and waves need a carrier, something capable of undulations. In time, I believe we'll find out that Tesla was right when he said we're swimming inside an ocean of energy. Also, that space is full of an elusive substance: the ether, whose electromagnetic properties are gravity and magnetism. Then even the famous E=mc2 will have to be revised. Eh, I digress. And have you heard the phrase, 'As above, so below'?"

Digress, right. For the first time.
" 'Above,' 'below'—that's dualism again." Peter tried to follow the flow of the conversation. "It's the hermetists' principle. Same as 'Everything is dual.'"

"I'm impressed. Although this is googleable too. Both physicists and hermetists are right to an extent. Physicists believe that physics changes at the subatomic scale, because photons exhibit duality: they act now like waves, now like particles. Hermetists say, 'as above, so below.' In other words, what holds for the large holds for the small. And those physicists and mathematicians who engage in quantum mechanics have noticed that the observer of an experiment affects the results. 

"Why should that be only in the microworld? Alchemists, their disciples, and ardent admirers of hermetists think you can obtain gold from lead. The former are wrong in their conclusion that the micro and macroworld obey different rules. They've also misnamed the observer. The latter are wrong about the need to have a chemical reaction in order to enact the transformation."

Peter's questions had drastically surpassed the healthy maximum,

Spikes? Lord!
but he'd seldom faced such a conversationalist. He let Seymour steer the discussion, skipped the spikes, and asked only two things. "So what should we name the observer? And what do we need if not a chemical reaction?"

"The answer to both your questions"—now Seymour took a sip of his tea—
an impeccable sense of dramatics
"is 'Creator.'"

Beat.

"Meaning ... God?" Peter was smart enough to know he wasn't being steered that way, but he wanted to hear it spelled out loud.

"Not in the conventional sense." Seymour elegantly laid his glass on the low table

mahogany, at least 150 years old, carved in the style of— Not now!
Seymour flinched almost imperceptibly, stroked the table, smiled, and went on, "The so-called Observer doesn't merely affect the result of the experiment: he predetermines it. He creates light-as-wave or light-as-particles. During the Schrödinger cat experiment, he creates a living or a dead cat. He acts as a Creator. As for the alchemists, rather than circling around the lead ingot with tubes and incantations, they only need to wish for a gold ingot. To act as Creators. That's all.

"According to another principle of Hermes Trismegistus, 'The Universe is mental.' Incidentally, the Bible says we were made in the image and likeness of God. In which aspect? We look like Him? Probably. He'd use a familiar design. That would account for the 'image' aspect. But what if the 'likeness' part means to tell us we're capable of creating worlds with our thoughts?"

A longer pause.

Both Seymour and Ann gazed at Peter, unblinking, as if they were leading him to the tense finish line of a test. And if he shifted, or said something silly, they'd blink, and he'd be back to old Peter who thought arranging the numbers was part of Granny's folklore?

I must ask him about the numbers! And the spikes!
Deep inside, Peter approved of Seymour's mental construction.

Let's temporarily ignore what we call normal.
Peter didn't feel like arguing, or pointing out the prevalent notions of science. "So you and Ann are ... hermetists?"

Seymour blinked, Ann tucked back a lock, and Peter did not teleport to Granny Rose's ranch.

"No, Peter. Ann and I are Creators. As are you, by the way."

Peter was getting used to minimizing his displays of surprise or his pauses. "And I've created ... what?"

"The spikes on the metal gate of that construction site. This being your first try, you did it unawares, naturally. It helped you neutralize one of the attackers. Ann neutralized the other. That's how you ended up with us rather than with them."

Peter opened his mouth to ask ... and merely sighed.

So much for minimizing.
Over the next hours, the conversation meandered along its own, seldom trod paths. Peter desired to bring it back to the recent events where he'd taken center stage, but decided to play along Seymour's rules.

"Now, what do you know about Sumer?"

"What everybody does. The civilization between the Tiger and the Euphrates, the cities, the writing, the clay tablets."

"Just that?"

"Well, my friends

namely, Martin, my dad, and ... that's it
would tag me as a bibliophile, so I've read everything by Zecharia Sitchin. He championed a curious theory about the origin of man. He says we were created by the Anunnaki. By the way, I used to look forward to the screening of a movie called 1Anunnaki. Its trailer circulated around the Internet for a while. Its very first statement was that Darwin was wrong. And it promised to go on from there Sitchin-style. But apparently something happened, and the movie didn't get filmed."

"Oh, it did. Some time I'll play it for you. What happened to it was the furious resistance of the Church. Along with the Darwinists and everyone who nurtures their delusion."

"Are you saying Darwin was wrong and Sitchin was right?"

"Hmm. Let's say they were both wrong."

Wrong! And he's certain? As if someone appointed him as the keeper of the absolute truth, nine-to-five.
Peter already wondered if, after going through Eastern mysticism, forgotten Sumerian and Ancient Egyptian wisdom, alchemy, quantum mechanics, and even God

Gods,
the discussion could get any more tangled. Turned out it could. The new ingredients had to do with shamanic practices, creation myths, and to top it all, the Ark and the pyramids. There was a dessert, too: the possibility of a world government ruling from the shadows. Apparently, Seymour wanted to see the extent of Peter's familiarity with these matters—and the extent of his willingness to accept a, let's call it different, perspective on things.

Peter could no longer play a worthy partner.

Martin, with his interest in ancient mysteries and modern conspiracies, might have made a better match for Seymour. So is Seymour right, and our notions about the world have been distorted by millennia of civilizational sludge? Or is science right, and Seymour's fiery eyes, a symptom of insanity?
Peter could argue both ways. The late hour and his resurrected headache did nothing to improve his sense of judgment.

The richly carved mahogany wall clock announced, with a surprisingly resonant chord, that it was five in the morning. The headache was penetrated by:

Fa sharp, with a dominant frequency of 438 Hertz.
"Actually, it's 4:38. Grandpa never sets it. Still very late, though. Shall we ...."

"You're right, Ann. Let's get some sleep. Mornings are wiser than evenings." Seymour, contrary to his English manners, stretched out like an Angora cat and stood up.

•◦••◦

Emil Zander's scowling face emerged from the hologram wall. It was followed by his impeccable French suit, whose cut tried—and failed—to make him seem taller and thinner. The Italian shoes succeeded modestly: by about an inch.

Emil approached the hushed group and exchanged a few quiet words with Sky 1. He scrutinized the Green Beret's bandages and listened to the doctor's brief report. The injured man was unconscious. He was likely lucky enough to have been stuffed full of painkillers.

Emil glanced at the sack in the trunk of the Mercedes.

The former CIA agent. Eh, he's really former now.
The marine stood half a dozen feet from his dead mate.

"I'm gonna deal with you later!" Emil barked at him.

"Sir, those were spikes, really, and they hadn't been there earlier. They ... took out Number Three. Then Barton got a ride and slipped away. Number One hadn't left the keys on the dashboard. When I'd finished searching him, there was nobody left to pursue."

Emil shot him a look. "Number One and Three, huh? What are you? Number Two? You ain't good enough for Number the Last! Jeez, that was supposed to be a routine op. Your target was a single goddamned civilian! I want a full written report! And I'm gonna inform the higher-ups about your grand fiasco. Phantom spikes!"

This one's gonna get former, too, I guess.
"Sir, please have a look at Number Three's wounds, I really—"

Emil crouched by the metal wing of the portal, no longer listening to the marine's pathetic excuses. His attention was drawn by the spots on the metal tube. He touched them. They were about a span apart each. Neither protruding nor indented. Surrounded by blood. And looking glossy, spared by the nearby rust.

The marine fell silent. There was no point in going on. He glared at his boss's back.

You spiteful scumbag! Should I blow a hole in your head? After gouging out your vile tiny eyes?
•◦•••

Poached eggs, bacon, sausages, and toast: an English breakfast. As Hercule Poirot said, the English do not have a cuisine, they have only food. However, an English breakfast was the reverse of the medal. Peter's inner gastronome had no criticisms about it.

His appetite rivaled the one from the night before. Still, Peter strove not to seem uncouth. He heard no footsteps from the bookstore; probably it wasn't open yet. There was only the soft hubbub from the nearby cafe.

It's Sunday, after all.
"Now they're not going to leave you alone." Seymour casually raised a glass of orange juice.

"They?" The memory of the

FBI
agents returned, and Peter lost some of his appetite.

"Yes, you know: us, they. And you in the middle." Seymour's appetite seemed healthy enough; the old man used his knife to push around a chunk of bacon and a sliver of egg-white on top of his last piece of toast. Ann had already finished. She was pattering on the laptop in her lap. She could find out what she was looking for without the Internet, but that would strain and exhaust her.

"Right, so you're Creators. What are they?"

"They're the Fund."

"Fund?"

"That's what they call themselves. And they aren't happy we know about the Fund. Or thwart their plans for world domination. We've opposed them for as long as the world turns. Like light and darkness. If you ask them, they're the light. Incidentally, I like that thought: No matter how fast light travels, it finds the darkness has always got there first. Is it a witticism or a phenomenon worthy of scientific investigation?" Seymour grinned and dabbed at a droplet of juice in his beard.

It's hard to keep up with this guy's thoughts.
"So what's the foundation of this antagonism?"

"I like your style, Peter. Back in the day, another fellow sitting on your chair said, 'Wut make yar mess so diffrant, mon?'" Now Seymour outright laughed. "The foundation is Enia. Or the ways different sides use it."

Peter switched to polyglot mode, failed at translation, and asked, "What's Enia?"

"The Yoruba word for insight."

Peter hadn't even suspected of the existence of the Yoruba language.

Revelation, Insight, Yoruba, Peter in Wonderland!
"The Fund calls it Grokking, but it's basically the same thing. How did it come to you?" Seymour lifted slightly his right brow: a gesture Peter knew very well from the mirror. "The Dream Hackers? Lucid dreaming? An electric shock? Or you've arranged the numbers that Rose Barton hinted at."

And here I was, thinking I could follow this conversation without taking breaks.
All Peter managed to say out loud was, "Pardon me?"

"You've reached Enia. They know it, we know it, and you know it. The headaches, the new details in your perceptions—"

"You knew my gran?!"

"There're different roads to Enia. I listed a small part of them. Yoga works too. Take me, for instance. I was born this way

a very long time ago.
"Ann was shot in the head during a robbery gone wrong when she was a child. She lost her parents too. When she came out of the coma, she realized she could do complex mathematical calculations and analysis in her head."

Shot? So he raised her. And I'm done with keeping mum.
"I arranged the numbers. So you knew Rose?" Peter demanded.

"I did. She was a remarkable person. She was on her way to Enia, but she followed my advice to give up and lived the rest of her life as ... hmm. The Fund calls them Computors."

"Calls whom?"

"Except for Ann and me, our several hundred associates around the world, and half the Fund, the rest are Computors. And now you should be excluded too. They call your kind Players. Because you haven't taken a side yet." Seymour wisely scratched his beard. With his bearing, he'd look wise even if he scratched his ass.

"Computors, Creators, Players? You do understand that's too much for me, right?" Peter rubbed at his temples.

Ann stopped pattering on the keyboard and said, "Why, you're doing well."

Peter gave her an absent look over her laptop.

Laptop. Computer! 192, 168, 10, 112, 80, 96. An IP address: 192.168.10.112:8096. My address. My provider set the 8096 port for the HTTP protocol, rather than the usual 80 or 8080. 
Peter won't have to email Martin about those last numbers. Not even to brag he'd figured them out. He had more pressing matters.

Ann closed the laptop. "Grandpa, I can't break into Zander Industries. They've likely found the backdoor and tightened their security. Pity." She looked back at Peter. "But I know how they think. And even if I don't know their precise plans, I can tell Martin's in danger. Your dad too, Peter. The odds they'll try to use them to get you are too high."

Do these people know everything about me?
"I can't let anything happen to them because of me. I'm going to call them and warn them."

"I don't think that's a sensible idea. You're a wanted man. And they're very persevering people. They can trace any communication you may try. That's why I threw away your cellphone last night."

"Okay, then I'll talk with the Fund. Find out what they want."

Seymour said, "It's your choice, Peter. I can't stop you. But didn't you notice their tendency to shoot first? They'd rather have you dead, or at least become one of them. Here's what I suggest we do: I'm going to take care of Charles Barton's safety. You Peter, given you shouldn't use your usual phones, call Martin with a burner phone. Or through Ann's laptop. I don't think they can track Martin. Warn him to lie low for a while. Ann will take care of your own safety."

Peter wavered.

They don't know everything. Such as the fact Martin can't be found by phone.
However, emailing him from Ann's computer sounded good. Peter wanted to trust these people. And he needed time to make sense of everything. Besides, he liked the idea of spending a little more time around Ann.

Ann O'Malley-Ström.
O'Malley was a standard Irish surname. It was the hyphen and Ström that worried him.

There must be a Mr. Ström too.
"You sure dad is alright?"

"I am."

"Also, if you don't mind, don't tell him all you've told me. He, uh, he'll get upset."

And think we're all nuts.
"I don't even intend to talk with him."

"But you can protect him, right?"

The fiery eyes bore into Peter with all the earnestness of the world. "I give you my word."

Peter allowed himself to alter Seymour's plan a little. Never mind it might mean spending less time alone with Ann. "Good, but Martin should be alright too. I'm going to email him, and I plan to pay him a visit."

Seymour and Ann exchanged glances. They didn't look surprised.

"He's in a place which definitely counts as lying low. If I join him for a while, I'll be safer myself."

Ann was the first to react. "Okay. Email him. Use my account." She turned the laptop toward him. "They read yours."

Peter entered Martin's email address. As he searched for the proper words to warn him, he opened a new browser tab. He Googled 438 Hertz and pressed Enter. He wrote a message to Martin and sent it. He wrote another to Bill Harknes: I have to take a leave. Keep things on the course we settled for. We'll keep in touch. Peter.
Then he glanced at the Google results. 438 Hertz seemed to be the resonance frequency of the sarcophagus in the Great Pyramid. Or the entire King's Chamber.

Surprised, anyone?
Peter shut down the browser and pushed the laptop toward Ann.

"Clearly, Ann will have to accompany you to ... where in fact?" Seymour said.

"Bulgaria."

Most of Peter's acquaintances would immediately ask where that was. Not Seymour King. Or Ann Ström, for that matter.

"I'm booking the tickets." She leaned over the keyboard.

"Seymour, when I come back, we must continue our conversation." Peter sweetened his demand with a smile.

"Certainly, son. Certainly."

••◦◦◦

Collie dropped the stick in front of Charles. He picked it up with a smile and once again tossed it across the meadow. Collie shot after it. He'd just gotten the hang of this game. They were both having fun.

Then Collie stopped dead in his tracks. He lowered his head, bared his teeth

like a big, scary dog
and started barking and snarling toward something invisible beyond his slobbered toy. Somewhere at the dusty road.

"Collie! Come on, boy! Gimme the stick."

The dog merely turned an ear toward Charles but didn't stop.

"What's wrong with you? There's nothing there. Gimme the stick!"

••◦◦•

The gray Mercedes G65 AMG held three people. Team Gamma. They were near the end of their long journey, so they stirred. One kept his eyes on the navigation system in his lap. The driver and the third man surveyed their surroundings.

"Turn here," said the navigator.

"You sure?"

"Totally."

The SUV left the comfort of the tarmac behind and swerved along a dirt road. The dirt road didn't reach far. Only until the middle of nowhere.

The trio got out and walked another dozen of yards forward. There were only fields, bushes, and dust settling on their army boots.

"Totally sure, eh? There ain't no ranch here!"

With an offended look, the navigator turned around the screen of his device. The coordinates were there. Next to the glowing Destination reached.

The third man, whose features hinted at some Native American blood, crouched and studied the print of a dog's paw in the dust. He thought he heard faraway fierce barking. He tossed his head and stood up. There really wasn't anything here. They'd ended up in the middle of acres of arable land.

••◦•◦

Ann came back into the room. She carried the black passport with the eagle and stars.

But not the black Glock with the silencer. We're taking the plane, after all.
Peter stared at the passport and muttered, "Darn."

"Why, where's yours?" She'd followed his gaze.

"Back home."

"So let's go take it. We don't have time to get you another one. It's not the best time either."

"Aren't they waiting for me there?"

"They are. But we'll figure it out."

They said goodbye to Seymour. He kissed Ann on the forehead

like a caring granddad,
clasped Peter's right hand, and wished them luck.

Ann and Peter crossed the deserted bookstore and walked out. A few customers of the cafe had all but blocked the entrance to Books & Knowledge with their chairs. Ann and Peter squeezed by the chairs, beaming polite smiles left and right. When they approached Ann's Toyota, the previous night's events resurfaced in Peter's mind. However, the rear glass was intact now. Just to make sure, Peter walked around to the front of the car. There were no traces of its collision with the mercenary.

Surprised, anyone?
Peter still raised his right brow a little before entering the SUV.

Ann's driving showed none of the temperamental flavor from the previous night. She observed the speed limits and the road signs; she let pushier cars overtake her, even if they did not have the right of way.

Peter didn't know where he was, but something told him they were in for a long ride. He had time enough to listen to her own version. "Create worlds with our thoughts? Does Seymour really believe it? How about you?"

"He does. I believe it too, because I can ... well, not quite worlds, but I can create little things. And calculate. So can you. Recall the spikes."

"What can you create?"

"Mostly trajectories. Of cars, objects. Like, the trajectory of a bullet. It goes where I want it to go.

Whatever happened to me last night? I never miss!
"Or a quick math analysis lets me run across a busy highway without having to look around."

"If we assume I've created some spikes, and your bullets always hit the target, those are ... yeah, they're amazing, but tiny. Nothing like creating worlds."

"Grandpa has spent his entire life studying his predecessor's heritage. He's concluded that the universe is indeed mental. People keep it orderly with their thoughts. Things are where they are, the way they are, because we put them there. An idea that dawned on somebody will dawn on another or get shared, gather proponents, and eventually turn into reality."

"What do you mean?"

"Let's take the debate about who invented the radio first: Tesla, Marconi, or Popov. It doesn't matter who was first. What matters is, it happened. Enough people processed info about that idea, so it ripened and materialized. Same goes about cars, buildings, the universe itself. They're there, because we process the info about their characteristics. And the technologies that lead to their creation are just the way we imagined them. Causation works because we believe in it."

"We? You and me? The Fund?"

"No. Everyone else. That's why the Fund calls them Computors. You and me used to compute too. No longer, though. When you reach Enia, you gain control over the rest of the ninety percent or so of your mental capacity, which had previously been busy ... computing. Not just the ten percent you had access to. The ninety percent stops processing info about the nearby—and not so nearby—world."

Peter felt a surge of vertigo.

Wait till Martin hears about this!
"Now that you've reached Enia," Ann went on, "your brain works differently, so I can't give you examples. Still, there's one that works. Grandpa jokingly calls it 'reflex preservation of the effect of velocity on the observer." She made sure there were no cars behind them and braked abruptly. Meanwhile, she said, "Keep looking ahead, but pay attention to the buildings on the side. Are they moving?"

They are!
The buildings seemed to be coming from the rear and as soon as they caught up, they stood still! But Peter could see this only with his peripheral vision. When he tried to focus on a particular building, the magic was broken. The building just stood there, as if mocking him.

Peter met Ann's smile with a quizzical look.

Can such a smile hide the promise of ....
"It holds for everyone, because people process info mostly about the environment immediately around them. The brain compensates for their location depending on their velocity. If we speed up, the brain gets confused, and we get tunnel vision. An abrupt stop confuses it too, for a short time—until the buildings catch up.

A fact worth knowing and taking into account if you shoot from a car. Or at a car.
"You and me no longer process info about these buildings. They're there and look like that, because enough other people and animals still do it. Nevertheless, our brain automatically orders the buildings the way it used to before Enia. Grandpa thinks it has something to do with brain habits, the Coriolis effect, and certain peculiarities of eyesight. The world keeps sending us these signs. That it's not what we think." Ann had resumed her law-abiding driving and innocently watched the road.

It sounded reasonable. In the still unreasonable world of Enia. Science probably had another reasonable explanation for this effect.

Like the one about the movement of blood in the capillaries of eyelids.
Peter said, "And what effect does Enia produce?"

"The positive effect? Well, you generally get smarter. You use not ten but a hundred percent of your brain. You used to be intuitive? Multiply that by ten. Used to be cunning and manipulative? Creative? Increase that tenfold too. Depends on your talents before. What were you? As a child, for instance."

Peter nodded.

The details. The inquisitive child who wished to know how things were made and how they functioned. It's still me. Only, Enia-powered.
"Because of what I did to my toys, Dad joked I was best at creating and modifying stuff. Mom sometimes marveled at my polymath knowledge. Whenever I blurted out something smart, she asked me how I knew it, and I said, 'I don't remember, I just know it.' Um, so Enia has a negative effect too? Like what?"

Creating and modifying.
The words kept pulsing inside Ann's mind, but she didn't let the conversation veer in that direction. Instead, she said, "Don't you listen to the news?" She reached out and turned the car radio on. Fiddling with it, she found the News channel.

"—over Chelyabinsk last night. At least 1,200 people were injured, primarily by shattered glass from the shockwave. At least forty-six of them remain hospitalized, including two in serious condition.

"The Russian Ministry of Emergencies said it is going to compensate all victims. After the meteorite explosion, the local police is in a state of alert. Operation Fortress had been launched, aiming to protect the affected buildings from marauders—"

Peter gave her a puzzled look. "You mean I caused this?"

"You didn't know. And you didn't wish for it. At least, you didn't make people die. Or erase Sirius A—much to astronomers' horror."

You could have, though. The numbers you sent to Martin are the coordinates of Sirius A.
"Whoever reaches Enia stops processing his packet of information about the universe. The balance is upset, and something goes wrong. Nearby or farther away. You can look it up online. Historically speaking, nearly any time just before one of the richest people made their first million, a disaster struck. A tsunami, an earthquake, a volcano eruption ...."

"They reach Enia to get richer?"

"They do. They Grok, and use it to get richer. Their greed and resourcefulness skyrocket. Along with their creativity. They invent something and patent it. Then they join the Fund, whose goal is to gain control over everything and everyone through money and manipulations. Because it would bring them more money. And more control."

Peter recalled the check in the Patent Office that was about to take place on the following day. He ordered the events in his mind: Enia, the meteorite, the patent, both sides' interest in him.

What if the patent doesn't just save the company but make me rich? Does it mean I'm ...? "Depends on your talents before," huh?
He was beginning to believe in a world that was unbelievable. But he couldn't see his place in it. Still, he'd rather side with Seymour and Ann. Granny Rose too.

He said, "A Grokker causes a volcano. The volcano, say, kills people. Doesn't the death of those people cause more disasters in turn? Don't they stop processing their, uh, information packets?"

"No. To the universe, death is a natural process. Even violent or unexpected death. Information manages to get distributed among other people. Or it transfers to newborns, keeping the balance. People get born all the time, right? However, with Enia, some things mess up, because Enia isn't anticipated by the system, as it were, and the info you used to process gets lost. Still, you're not the only one who stored and processed that particular info. So the loss of your packet of info about the Earth can't destroy the planet. When you reach Enia, you cause a small error, which may result in a volcano eruption. But a volcano or a meteorite is nothing against the vastness of the universe."

You can tell she's spent long years around Seymour. The way she thinks and talks.
Peter caught himself getting as enthralled by the conversation as he was by Ann's near-black eyes. The waves of her dark brown hair now hid, now showed various parts of the fair, impossibly smooth skin on her face. Ann had just a few freckles, barely visible

and barely enough to justify the "O" in her surname.
Peter was vaguely aware he liked her. She attracted him.

And her voice—
changed and brought him back to the purpose of their trip. "Here's what we'll do. See the ATM over there? Withdraw some money. Your place is two blocks away. Three, if you go down this street. After you get the money, walk the three blocks home as fast as possible. I'm gonna be there. Don't stop by me but go up and get your passport, okay?"

"Okay." Peter didn't question her plan. She sounded like she'd written The Art of War. He got off the car and headed for the ATM. The Toyota cruised on toward his place.

When it got there, it passed by the Mercedes G65 AMG parked outside and the three figures inside. Ann fixed her eyes on the rearview mirror. Presently, as expected, the Mercedes crew got a message that Peter had used his credit card somewhere very close. A merc got off and stood on the sidewalk. The Mercedes made a sharp U-turn and zipped for the ATM amid smoke and screeching tires.

Ann walked out and calmly approached Peter's entrance. The merc had craned his neck after the receding Mercedes. She got quite close behind him. Peering around, she picked a moment when nobody looked. Her right leg shot up, its heel connected with the base of the merc's skull

considerably taller than me
and came back down. Even if somebody had been watching, they'd hardly figure out the meaning of the haze that had momentarily appeared between the two.

The merc slumped at her feet. She crouched by him and cried, "Somebody call an ambulance! It looks like a heart attack!"

People poured in around them. Ann watched for Peter. She spotted him among the crowd's legs, moving into his entrance. At least two guys were talking into their cellphones. A man leaned down and felt the merc's pulse. Another started unbuttoning his shirt. "Step back," he said. "I'm a paramedic."

Ann elegantly made way for him, slipped across the crowd, and headed for her car. Nobody paid her any mind, unless she blocked their view. Ann stopped by the Toyota so she could see the entrance.

The seconds rolled by as usual, but to her, they felt cumbersome. She could already hear the ambulance siren.

Come on, Peter!
He strode out of the entrance and headed for Ann, who was looking around for the Mercedes. As he got into the car, he flashed the passport.

They joined the traffic, passed an ambulance, and drove on. Within the speed limit, straight for the airport.

••◦••

Emil Zander smashed down the receiver with such force that plastic bits flew around and curious gazes fixed him.

"Duffers!" His gaze fixed the phone too. "Somebody replace this piece of trash!"

Rick Podolsky conjectured Zander meant the phone and headed for the door.

"You! Where're you going?"

"To get another telephone, sir."

Emil turned his back to him, already talking to Gorsky. "They must go to Peter's place again! Check the inventory for a missing item! It was obviously important to him. Did nobody figure out the ATM was a wild goose chase?"

Gorsky turned to relay the new commands. Emil tried to analyze this series of fiascoes.

Recently, there've been few new Players, so we've all slackened up.
Charles Barton's ranch was gone. Emil had seen the pictures. Of a SUV and two morons in a field. He did a satellite check too. Nada.

But it's there on the older sat pics!? Something's gone totally haywire.
There isn't any ranch, although the registers say there is. No Charles either. And now Peter's making fun of us. To say nothing of Shields.
"Where's Tango?"

"Already in Bulgaria. They're waiting at—"

"Waiting for intel about Shields! The intel we still don't have—right? You asked for a translator, and I gave you one!"

"The Bulgarians' computers contain no data about anyone named Martin Shields. In any department. We'll try seeking out his mother—"

"So go check everyone! Under any name! Check their fucking president, while you're at it! Put satellites over Bulgaria! Do whatever, but I want results. A bunch of bunglers!" Emil slammed the door of the office behind himself.

He leaned against the opposite wall and pictured himself withdrawing all his money and leaving for a chill-out place with a nice weather. Away from the Fund, the Chair, and all those issues. A place with beaches and palm-trees, with umbrella-topped cocktails. He'd lounge all day in the company of some local tanned hunk, and at night ....

Nobody can hide from the Fund!
Nobody?
This Martin dude's been doing pretty fine.
…
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