
  
    
      
    
  


  

  "It is well enough that people of the nation do not understand our banking and monetary system, for if they did, I believe there would be a revolution before tomorrow morning."


  Henry Ford


  1.


  Thomas woke with a start, his sweat-soaked sheets bunched in his fists as though his life depended on the grip. Gasping for air, his heart hammered so violently he thought it might burst from his chest.


  He'd been having nightmares in which New York's towering skyscrapers collapsed one after another through thick clouds of smoke, and then, by some mysterious means, he found himself in the middle of the ocean where a massive, deep-blue vortex swallowed the entire world along with him. Everything became dark and murky, the choking smoke mixed with dust and the oppressive, hopeless specter of the infinite ocean weighing on Thomas's soul like some terrible vision from the future.


  But finally he was awake. It was just a bad dream, a horrible vision that couldn't come true, because the world hadn't disappeared—in fact, it made its reality quite clear through the scent of fresh coffee creeping into the room. But why does every dream seem so real? What could it mean? Why can't I figure out I'm dreaming? It's so obvious this could never happen in reality. Why, why, why? Thomas repeated the questions to himself as he clutched his crumpled sheets. Then, rubbing the last traces of the dream from his deep brown eyes and after a mighty stretch, he crawled out of bed. He pulled up the blinds on the window, through whose slats the timid rays of the rising sun had already been pushing into the room, finally washing the bad dream from his eyes. His face smoothed, and his thoughts turned to his pretty girlfriend and the comfortable living provided by the work he did with such pleasure.


  Half-asleep, he stumbled into the modern bathroom tiled with grayish-brown panels, where, after washing and shaving, he looked around and noticed that once again he had to turn the toilet paper around in the holder, since Kate had replaced it with the paper hanging down on the side closer to the wall. This wasn't right, since it should be on the outside. That's how it was shown in the original patent drawing too, so it shouldn't be used backward.


  After turning the roll the right way, he dug out one of his favorite light blue shirts and gray jeans from the closet, then laid them out on the queen-size bed so he could quickly throw them on before leaving. Following the sweet coffee scent, he walked out to the kitchen, where he hungrily devoured the ham sandwich his girlfriend had prepared earlier. Kate hadn't been home for a while, as she was working the morning shift that day. Then, over breakfast, he listlessly listened to the usual sensationalist and panic-mongering news on the radio, which he couldn't remember anyway after a few minutes.


  He still had time, so he quickly scrolled through his favorite joke sites on his phone, then meticulously put on the outfit he'd laid out earlier, grabbed his papers and keys, locked the apartment, and headed toward his car. Or rather, toward where he'd left his car last night.


  The old Chevrolet, however, wasn't where Thomas had left it the previous evening. He looked around nervously, then wondered whether he was still dreaming or actually awake. This had happened regularly in his dreams, but since he remembered all his morning routines, he soon concluded to himself that this wasn't a dream. Besides, after that terrible nightmare, he surely hadn't fallen back asleep—he thought. Turning his head left and right, he hurried through the neighborhood with quick steps, in case he was misremembering, though that seemed quite unlikely. When the situation finally became completely clear, he reached for his phone and dialed his girlfriend:


  "Hi, sweetheart! We've got a problem. I can't find my car where I left it last night. I think it was stolen."


  "Oh, you poor thing. What are you going to do now? Have you called the police?"


  "Not yet. I don't know what to do. It's really important that I get to the office to start the tests, but I can't imagine how I'll get there on time like this. If I call them in, I won't make it there by noon."


  "Then take my car. I came to work on the subway today anyway, and as you know, you absolutely have to report the theft no matter what."


  "All right. I'll go to the office, take care of the most important things, and try to get away from my boss so I can report the car missing. Thanks for being so great."


  With that, Thomas unsuspectingly went back to the apartment, grabbed Kate's car keys, and set off for work. The shortcut he usually took to avoid the massive traffic, however, was now blocked. Of course, there were no workers anywhere, just a sign indicating the road closure. This can't be happening. Now I'm definitely going to be late. It's like fate doesn't want me to get in today—he fumed to himself as he was forced to crawl through a traffic jam for a significant part of the route to work.


  About an hour late, Thomas finally turned into Nuclear Technologies' massive parking lot, found a free spot, and locked the car. He strode hurriedly toward the monumental building's main entrance, catching sight from the corner of his eye of two police cars near the entrance, then noticed with surprise that in the lobby two officers were talking with the security guard.


  When he entered and was about to head toward the lab, they immediately stopped him.


  "You can't go in there right now!" the taller one barked at him right away.


  "But I work here," Thomas shot back in astonishment.


  "He really does work here, you can let him in," the security guard interjected, but the officers were unyielding.


  "I'll check with the boss. What's your name?"


  "I'm Thomas Freeman, and I work here as a research engineer in the lab. What happened? Is something wrong?"


  "I can't say anything. Our orders are just not to let anyone into the lab," the officer answered curtly and was already signaling to his colleague, who indicated that someone more appropriate would be coming shortly. After a brief wait, a stocky, balding man in his fifties emerged from the lab corridor. He exchanged a few quiet words with the two officers, glancing at Thomas several times. He scratched the tip of his nose, then his ear, put his hands in his pockets, then immediately took them out again. There was something ominous in his gaze, but at the same time it was clear he was keeping himself under control.


  Thomas sensed something bad from the man's look. His eyes radiated superiority, as if he wanted to compensate for his height, but in truth he looked at him like a criminal. Only a few seconds passed this way, but Thomas felt it was much longer. Finally the man stepped over and extended his hand:


  "Good morning. Otto Williams, detective with the North Manhattan police precinct. If I'm not mistaken, you're Mr. Freeman, right?"


  "Good morning. Yes, I'm Thomas Freeman, and I work here at the company. Nothing bad happened, I hope?"


  "You could say that. But first I'd like to know where you were this morning between six and seven?"


  "At home. Then on the way, coming to work in my car. Actually, in my girlfriend's car, because mine was probably stolen," Thomas answered in surprise, but the detective continued almost immediately.


  "And can someone verify that?"


  "No. My girlfriend left early today, I only got up later. I did talk to her on the phone though. Maybe the neighbor saw me. But why are you asking like this? Do you suspect me of something?"


  "Why? Is there something I should suspect you of?"


  "No!" Thomas answered now in a raised voice, taking half a step back with his right foot. "But for heaven's sake, just tell me what happened! What is all this?"


  "This morning we found Edward Forester dead in the lab, and you, who allegedly have never been late before, arrived at work an hour late today, rather curiously. However, your car was here in the parking lot at the time of the murder, which the security camera also recorded."


  "What? Edward's dead? My God! And you saw my stolen car at the company this morning? This is too much for me all at once."


  "That's right!" the detective announced smugly, like someone who could already feel the commendation he'd get for solving the case quickly.


  "But how did it happen? What happened to Edward?" Thomas inquired, almost garbling his words as he was going nearly mad with nervousness.


  "Someone shot him. Clearly someone who knew him and had access to the company."


  "But I only just arrived!" Thomas stammered. "Ask the guard, he can certainly confirm I wasn't here this morning."


  "We already asked him."


  "And?"


  "He only arrived recently himself. At the time of the murder, it was still his relief on duty. My colleagues just went to get him. But if your car really was stolen, then I assume you reported it to the police and that will clear you. Isn't that right?"


  "Not yet. I wanted to get in, start an important test, and was planning to go to the police station this afternoon to report the theft," Thomas babbled, feeling himself getting into an increasingly uncomfortable position.


  "Look, Mr. Freeman, this story is sounding murkier and murkier to me. I don't want to jump to conclusions, but I suggest you find yourself a lawyer quickly. And I'm asking you not to leave the city for a while," Detective Williams replied in a completely cold and measured tone, then pivoted on his heel with his head held high, in the full rapture of satisfaction.


  Thomas didn't know what to make of it. The waves were increasingly crashing over his head. His workplace resembled a disturbed anthill more than a serious research lab, such was the coming and going due to the incident. Edward was also his best friend, indispensable for evaluating the tests.


  While standing in the lobby lost in thought, his shoulder was suddenly tapped by a hand. Thomas involuntarily flinched. But it was only the security guard.


  "Excuse me, I didn't mean to startle you, but they just sent word from the secretariat that you should go up to the executive director's office, because Mr. Bowman would like to speak with you."


  "All right, thanks for letting me know," Thomas replied with a deep sigh, scratching his bowed head as he headed toward the elevator.


  Felix Bowman's office was on the twenty-fifth floor. When he got off the elevator, he turned right, then knocked on the door and entered the lavishly furnished secretariat. The air in the room was filled with the perfume scents of three decorative ladies, whose appearance was notoriously the primary criterion for their employment. Two were diligently bustling about and barely acknowledged Thomas's greeting with a halfhearted response. The third, a younger woman with long black hair and a slender build, who was perhaps also the prettiest among them, however, stood up and extended her hand to Thomas. The delicate lady's masculine handshake caused surprise at first.


  "Good morning, Mr. Freeman! Mr. Bowman is already expecting you. Please be patient for a moment, as he currently has to take care of an important phone call, but then you can go right in," the secretary replied in her coquettish yet superior tone. Her oversized acrylic nails, extended eyelashes, short skirt, and especially her affected movements clearly provided some basis for gossip about which skills she'd been hired for.


  After a few minutes of waiting, the door opened and a firm male voice called out:


  "Is that Freeman guy here yet, or whatever his name is?" came from behind the door. Thomas found this condescending and rude style a bit odd, but he's the boss, he can do that.


  The black-haired secretary gestured silently, then ushered Thomas into the office. The room's size rivaled that of an average apartment, with a beautiful view of the river. He'd only been in the office twice before, and he'd only seen the big boss sporadically, mostly just at company events. The office was so luxurious that Thomas had only seen such wall coverings in photos of luxury yachts—he himself didn't know whether the cream-colored, wallpaper-like material was leather or some other material. The wood inlays proclaimed their quality from afar, and the burgundy carpet completely swallowed the sound of his footsteps.


  Mr. Bowman sat in a massive black leather armchair behind the enormous desk, with his back to the window. His paunchy body completely filled the oversized chair. Although the light streaming in from the window blinded Thomas somewhat, he could clearly see his boss pointing to the chairs on the other side of the desk, signaling him to sit down.


  "Good morning!" Bowman tossed out halfheartedly, while gathering some papers from his desk and putting them in a folder, barely glancing at Thomas.


  "Good morning, sir!" Thomas answered politely, though his voice betrayed that he was a bit afraid of the conversation, not really clear about what was happening around him.


  "Sit down! There!" the boss spoke again, but the way he threw in that there after a psychological pause, there was a lot in it, just not humanity and respect. Thomas sat in the indicated chair while Bowman spun a few times back and forth in his armchair, then clasped his hands on his chest. He cleared his throat, but Thomas waited in vain—he didn't speak. Awkward seconds followed until finally Bowman, with a piercing gaze into Thomas's eyes, twirled his short beard, visibly took a deep breath, and then spoke.


  "I'm not going to beat around the bush, and I'll say up front that I'm not interested in your opinion, so I'll get right to the point," he began, but anger was most evident in his voice. "I assume you can guess why I called you in. Right?"


  "I assume it's because of this morning's events. But believe me, Mr. Bowman, I don't know anything about any of this. By the time I got in this morning, the police were already there. You know I've never been late, and it wouldn't have happened this time either if my car hadn't been stolen."


  "Now listen here! You don't need to explain yourself or make excuses to me. I don't care what the police think. Only one thing interests me, and that's making sure no stain falls on my company's good reputation. I really don't want to see tomorrow's newspaper headlines about this case. So if the press contacts you, you'll keep your mouth shut if you don't want to get into even bigger trouble. Understand?" his boss snapped at Thomas in his condescending style. But Bowman barely took a breath before continuing: "Now take a few days off. I don't want to see you anywhere near the company this week. And next week, your first task is to gather up the research results related to the project, then archive the documents. I've decided to suspend the cold fusion project for now. By next week I'll decide what happens next."


  "This makes no sense, Mr. Bowman. Suspend the project now, when we're within arm's reach of success?" Thomas asked back in surprise.


  "Yes. You heard me right. I've decided and that's final. I'm not in the mood to explain why to you."


  "But there's so much work and research in it, and it could bring huge profits. Every week of delay could cost the company millions of dollars. This can't be in your interest—" Thomas was listing the response, but his boss almost shouted as he cut him off.


  "Let me be the judge of what's in my company's interest and what isn't. If I'm not mistaken, you're a development engineer, not an owner. Just do what I told you! Now you can go," he replied, while with a firm wave of his arm he pointed toward the door.


  "All right," Thomas sighed quietly. He had no other choice; he thought it better to leave the office as soon as possible. The whole thing was strange to him. This morning's events, and now the project shutdown. He didn't understand why his work had suddenly become so insignificant when this was one of the company's most important projects. They could have finished the research soon, and after that it would only be a few months until they had a product that could provide energy for millions of people's homes completely safely, for pennies, and the company could earn billions from sales. But before he stepped out the door, his boss called out to him one more time:


  "Wait, I have one more question. Haven't you noticed anything strange among your colleagues in recent days?"


  "No, sir. What do you mean?"


  "Anything unusual. Fear of something, personal problems, financial troubles, disagreements among yourselves, that sort of thing?"


  "No. Everything was fine in the lab," Thomas now answered calmly, since based on the background he thought it better not to mention last week's rather heated argument between Edward and Mike, the cause of which he himself didn't actually know, but it was clear it wasn't caused by a professional disagreement.


  "If not, then not. That's all then. See you later. Now go!" Bowman coldly dismissed Thomas.


  "Goodbye," Thomas closed the conversation again, then headed toward the research department secretariat to arrange his forced vacation. Upon arriving at the office, after handling the paperwork, he began cautiously probing, trying to extract some information from his colleagues about what had happened. But everyone just kept suspiciously silent or dealt with it with the usual I don't know anything response.


  The events completely occupied Thomas's thoughts. On the drive home, his mind kept working on who could have done all this, what the motive might have been, and whether the big boss had decided to shut down the entire project within arm's reach of success because of the events. After all, Edward and he had done the lion's share of the research; without them, others, even with the documentation, could only continue the development with a huge handicap. His thoughts carried him away so much that he even zoned out at one of the green lights, which of course the impatient taxi driver behind him immediately brought to his attention with a honk. At that Thomas snapped to attention and tried to turn his attention to something else. Though he wasn't hungry yet, along the way he still stopped at a little shop for some lunch substitute. Other times he'd handle this sort of thing at the cafeteria at work, but today things had turned out differently. Some potato salad and some pre-packaged meat still seemed better than any fast-food plastic.


  Green lights weren't Thomas's strong suit that day. His thoughts wandered off a second time, though this time no one honked at him. He quickly glanced in the rearview mirror to see if the driver of the car behind him was upset about it.


  Interesting. It looks like the same black BMW SUV that was behind the taxi earlier. But in the meantime I went in to shop—he thought almost paranoidly to himself. Thomas slowed down, but the BMW didn't pass him. After this he decided to turn onto the next side street, then after a few blocks return to the main road. The BMW, however, stayed on Thomas's tail the whole time, sometimes following him closely, other times falling back a few cars. The situation became clear; this couldn't be a coincidence anymore. Since he didn't even know who was following him, he couldn't guess their intentions either. If he went home, something might happen to him in the sparsely traveled side street alone. Finally the rescue idea came to him. He decided to drive the car to his girlfriend's workplace. The parking there was secured, and since he had his girlfriend's car, they'd let him in based on the license plate, but wouldn't let the BMW following him in. And if somehow something did happen, security could intervene.


  That's what he did: he left the car in the underground garage and went up to the company where Kate worked. To his great regret, however, his girlfriend was currently out of the building, so he couldn't talk to her. Since her phone was also turned off, he left the car keys at the secretariat with a message to call him back as soon as she could.


  Thomas left the building through the back entrance; stepping out, he looked around cautiously, then headed toward the subway, constantly watching people to see if he was being followed. The closer he got to his home, the harder his heart beat.


  When he turned the familiar corner, a surprising sight greeted him. He caught sight of his own car, a few meters from where he'd left it last night and where he hadn't found it this morning. This was too much even for him. Could he still be dreaming, or had something happened this morning that made him not find it? This morning it definitely wasn't here; he couldn't be that inattentive. Though he hadn't done anything useful that day, he still felt tired. He walked around the car three times, but didn't notice anything unusual about it. He wondered whether they wouldn't think he was a complete fool if he reported the theft after all this. Finally he decided not to file a report; he didn't need some uneducated cop to lecture him, sight unseen, about being more careful next time. So he went up to the apartment and lay down for a few minutes on the light brown couch. He scratched his head, pondering, but the picture wouldn't come together for him.


  Half an hour passed before he pulled himself together and warmed up the meat-like substance he'd bought along the way, which now didn't seem as bad as it had looked in its packaging. Meanwhile he turned on the TV, checked the internet to see if he could hear any information about what had happened, but found nothing, heard nothing, though he didn't spare any time for the search.


  Kate finally arrived that evening. As soon as the tall, straight-blonde-haired, green-eyed woman stepped through the door, her personality completely filled the room. She was the type who couldn't not be noticed. Though she had an average build, determination and purposefulness radiated from her. Thomas didn't even notice how the woman wound him around her little finger day after day. He adored every bit of her, but he was especially crazy about her tight ass. Kate frequently took advantage of this during shopping trips, when Thomas had to dig deep into his wallet to make his dream woman truly happy. Only one thing didn't appeal to Thomas about her. Or rather, not about her, but on her. Her glasses. Those typical manager-woman glasses that make even a stupid woman look smart. In Thomas's opinion, they didn't suit Kate at all, but no matter how much he brought it up, this couldn't be a subject for debate any more than some of Thomas's outdated pants could be. So in the spirit of mutual acceptance, they didn't deal with the issue—after all, these things came off at home anyway.


  "Why didn't you call me? I was really worried about you, I even left a message at the secretariat," Thomas interrogated his girlfriend, not even waiting for the woman to take off her shoes.


  "Sorry, I thought you just wanted to let me know you dropped off the car. But since they gave me the keys and the meeting really dragged on, I just hurried home. Was it something important?" the woman rattled off. "But really, did you go to the police to report the theft?"


  "No. But you won't believe what happened anyway. I wouldn't believe it myself if someone told me something like this."


  "Try me anyway," the woman encouraged him.


  "The car's back. It's parked a few meters from where I left it last night and where I couldn't find it this morning. But that's not even the point. The car's the least of my worries. There's a much bigger problem at the company. Edward's dead."


  "What? Edward Forester? What happened to him?"


  "He was killed inside the lab. They wouldn't even let me in. The whole thing is terribly suspicious and confusing. I'm afraid it might be in someone's interest to implicate me too, or what's even worse, possibly take me out of the picture."


  "Don't talk nonsense! Who would you be in the way of? You couldn't even hurt a fly. At home you'd rather put the spider out in the hallway than swat it."


  "I don't know. But from what happened, that's the conclusion I drew." Then Thomas took a deep breath and told Kate everything from beginning to end, from the police to the conversation with his boss, and she just listened quietly and in shock, trying to calm the man with her caresses.


  2.


  The next day, though Thomas could have slept in, sleep fled from his eyes at dawn. He just tossed and turned nervously, dreading the moment the doorbell would ring and the police would come to take him away. His stomach knotted at every siren sound filtering in from the street, and he could barely force down a bite or two for breakfast. That afternoon he finally visited a lawyer and arranged for representation if it became necessary. The two-hundred-dollar hourly rate seemed a bit steep, but he knew the stakes were much higher now than to take risks, which he wasn't inclined to do anyway.


  Later, Thomas spent his time catching up on minor repairs and maintenance around the apartment, but his thoughts kept churning with the unfinished work on the abandoned project, Edward's murder, and his boss's strange behavior. He missed his work and the events had rattled him. He tried calling several of his coworkers, but everyone brushed him off almost immediately. Either they didn't have time, or they knew nothing, or they conspicuously steered the conversation elsewhere.


  Only Henry, Joe, and Akihiro would speak with him. Henry shared Thomas's views on many things, and now he was thinking along similar lines. He was an odd character, a somewhat balding, short, paunchy man who, despite being fifty, always wore brightly colored shirts with humorous patterns. He loved to joke around, but you could still count on him at work. You never knew what he meant seriously and what he didn't. Sometimes he'd draw spiders on the toilet paper in the ladies' room so everyone could have a good laugh at the women's screams, and before that he'd glued a compressed-air horn under his boss's chair so when he sat down, the loud honking would have its effect. Of course, a few sourpuss colleagues thought these things had no place at work, but most people enjoyed them.


  Now, however, Henry was serious. In his opinion, something was very wrong at the company, but he didn't want to tell Thomas over the phone, so they agreed to try to carve out a few minutes next week in a secluded spot to discuss their theories.


  



  The forced vacation passed agonizingly for Thomas, and though it was only a few days, it felt like an eternity. He wasn't used to doing nothing; he'd always loved feeling useful, doing anything that had a purpose. He anxiously awaited next week when he could finally work again. On Monday morning he set off excitedly for work, eager to finally do something. And though he found the atmosphere inside oppressively heavy, he tried to meticulously close out the project, document the previous work, and prepare a report on the results achieved so far, further necessary experiments, and possibilities.


  Until now he hadn't even noticed the monotony of the white walls, the buzzing of the neon lights, but now even the gray desks had become grayer still. The colleagues didn't greet him with the cheerful atmosphere he'd grown accustomed to either. Moreover, though he tried to find Henry, they told him he'd taken vacation that week. And though he tried to reach him by phone, he had no luck, only hearing the usual "the number you have dialed cannot be reached" message over and over. He must have traveled somewhere into the mountains and turned off his phone, like he usually does, Thomas thought.


  Then he ran into Joe in the hallway, who, as a pleasant surprise despite what had happened, greeted Thomas warmly.


  "I have to show you something, come with me!" Joe grabbed Thomas's arm and was already pulling him into the lab. Thomas didn't mind; he was glad something was finally happening and someone still valued his company. "You have to try this!"


  "But what?" Thomas asked back curiously.


  "Wait a bit, I'll turn it on in a second," Joe answered, then stepped to the control panel and started fiddling with something. Shortly after, a hologram appeared in the middle of the room. There was nothing special about it, just a gray cube rotating very slowly. "Now go over and touch it!"


  Thomas stepped over to the hologram and reached into the cube. He didn't notice anything unusual; he'd seen this sort of thing before, so he looked back at Joe in confusion.


  "Relax. This is just a regular hologram so far, that's not the point," Joe said, turning around and starting to rummage in the cabinet. Then he pulled out a headpiece that most resembled a motorcyclist's helmet, only in a much thicker design. "Put this on. I'll load your profile data into it in a second."


  Thomas already knew the helmet. They'd played some video games with it before. With its help, no device was needed, since he could control the in-game character directly with his brain waves.


  "Now touch the cube again," Joe instructed Thomas with a curious look.


  Thomas's hand slowly approached the hologram, and when it reached its edge, it stopped. Thomas suddenly stepped back.


  "Good grief!" Thomas exclaimed, then immediately continued: "Sorry, I didn't mean to say it like that, but this really surprised me."


  "So it works for you too?"


  "Well, if you mean did I feel it, then yes. When my hand reached the hologram's edge, I felt as if I'd actually touched it. As if it were a real object," Thomas answered, pulling the helmet off his head.


  "And what do you think?"


  "I don't even know what to say. If you guys pull this off and sell it commercially, you're going to revolutionize the porn industry."


  "Well, we were thinking about the gaming industry, but your idea's not bad either," Joe laughed.


  "Then I'll ask for a cut for my idea."


  "You'll have to discuss that with someone else. Though there's still tons of work to do, this is just the beginning. But we're also working on a helmet-free technique based on ELF waves—that'll be the real breakthrough."


  "That sounds somewhat frightening when I think about the possibilities," Thomas grimaced.


  "Relax, the project's still in its infancy. It'll take many, many years for anything to come of this. For now we're perfecting the helmet version, the rest will come later."


  "Still, keep me posted on developments."


  "Of course. But please, don't spread this around. It wouldn't be good if the competition got wind of it."


  "You can count on my discretion," Thomas patted Joe's shoulder, his mind already racing with thoughts about all the things such a device could be used for. And unfortunately, not all the possibilities had positive implications.


  The situation didn't change the next day either. At the company, everyone remained cold and suspicious. You could hardly talk to anyone, no one asked Thomas anything, and if he wanted to find out anything, he usually had no luck with that either. He only got brief, meaningless answers and rejection. And those piercing looks... From some it was clearly readable that they suspected him of being Edward's killer, and since he was still at large, it would be wise to keep a few steps' distance from him. Explaining would be pointless anyway. Who would believe him that his missing car had mysteriously turned up by afternoon, and he, who never used to be late, had nevertheless arrived an hour late that day? Besides, explaining would only cast more suspicion on him and plant seeds of doubt even in those who hadn't thought about it before.


  Though the frosty atmosphere persisted on the third day, on Wednesday his phone finally rang, showing an unknown number. To his great surprise, it was Henry. No matter how Thomas tried to question his colleague, Henry only said not to worry, everything was fine, and to have a beer on the way home at his favorite bar to calm his nerves, and on Sunday they'd try to meet up somewhere. Thomas would have kept questioning Henry, but as suddenly as his call had come, he just as quickly hung up.


  At first Thomas didn't understand. Everyone knew he drank alcohol once in a leap year, and besides, he didn't even like beer. Henry was no exception to knowing this, though at the last company party he'd been the one to drink Thomas's sherry. Consequently, he had no favorite place either. Though his colleagues, including Henry, had invited him several times to the pub on River Street to blow off steam after work and spend the evening eyeing the ladies' backsides. It was also well known that Henry drove his elderly mother to church on Sundays, a program he refused to skip for any amount of money. So the Sunday meetup was also off.


  Thomas puzzled over it for a while, but soon the picture came together in his mind about what Henry might have meant. He suspected they might be tapping his phone, and whoever was doing this perhaps didn't know anything about these details. So he decided to stop by the pub where Henry and the others used to hang out on his way home, in case that was the cryptic reference. He sat down in the corner on an old but nicely restored oak bench beside a sturdy table covered with a white cloth, then ordered himself a glass of non-alcoholic cocktail—after all, that always hit the spot.


  He didn't have to wait long; his hunch proved right and Henry appeared too.


  "Hi, Thomas!" his buddy greeted him, while looking around the room suspiciously, seeking a more secluded corner for their conversation. "Glad you caught on. I was counting on your memory not letting you down."


  "Hi, Henry. What's new with you? Why are you on vacation? On Friday it was still set that you'd be working this week."


  "It was, indeed. I don't understand a lot of things these days, but if I'm right, I'm not alone in that. On Saturday I got a message that due to technical reasons, I couldn't go into the part of the lab where I work this week, so they gave me vacation."


  "What? I didn't notice any technical problems, except that Bowman suspended the project."


  "Look, I know that's just an excuse and something else is behind it. There's a reason I'm being so cautious. Many people think I'm absent-minded, some consider me downright crazy, but I'm not stupid. In fact... Two weeks ago I saw Bowman getting into a strange limousine in the parking lot, and a few minutes later he got out looking very agitated. The car belonged to a senator, but I'd rather not say whose. But that's just one thing. Edith from accounting also made some odd comments when I submitted next month's budget to her. It seemed as if I'd worked on it unnecessarily. And then there's this murder case too. Poor Edward! I don't understand why he had to die. He was a decent guy, always avoided conflicts, often didn't even concern himself with himself, just looked out for others to be okay."


  "But you don't suspect me, do you? You at least believe me, right?" Thomas interjected in an almost trembling voice. "You don't think I had anything to do with it?"


  "Easy, calm down, I know you," Henry put his hand on Thomas's shoulder. "I'm certain you had nothing to do with it. In fact..."


  "In fact what? Don't scare me!" Thomas answered now nervously. "What are you getting at?"


  "Nothing. It doesn't matter."


  "It does matter. Spit it out, don't beat around the bush!"


  "Should I be honest? I think there's a good chance you might also be in someone's way. But why, I don't know. Not yet. In any case, be careful."


  "This keeps getting better. I can't say you've exactly comforted me," Thomas sighed deeply, then continued: "All right, then I'll tell you that on my way home that evening, a black BMW followed me. I could barely shake it off."


  "If it's any consolation, sometimes I feel like I have a persecution complex too. The other day, for example, I was fixing my leaky roof when a TV crew came by. I don't know what they wanted, but I felt like they were filming me. In fact, I think I've been followed too, though it was a van, not a black BMW. A lot of things seem suspicious these days, though I hope I'm just seeing bogeymen and all this is just some misunderstanding. I'm hoping I'll know more by the weekend. I talked to a friend about this, and he called yesterday to say he'll likely have some very interesting information. Until then, we just need a little more patience," Henry continued coolly, and then they analyzed the details of the roof repair in depth, finally agreeing to stay in touch no matter what happened. And next week they'd meet here, same time.


  



  Thursday brought no change for Thomas at the company either. Lunch seemed blander and more tasteless, and nothing relieved the usual cold atmosphere. He grew increasingly suspicious, but at the same time he was very careful. There was no news from the police, and though he constantly dreaded they might come for him at any moment, it seemed the matter had completely died down. Fortunately, it had turned out in the meantime that the night security guard had told the investigators he hadn't seen him, but Thomas still wasn't reassured, because his car had been there, someone had taken it, and that someone wanted to cast suspicion on him. And that someone was most likely none other than Edward's killer.


  



  Thomas's nights weren't any better either; mostly he just tossed and turned, but sleep wouldn't come. He got up early and did tasks he usually neglected. He shredded old papers, wiped the dust off the top of the cabinet, and tidied his desk too. While taking out the trash, he ran into his neighbor, Joseph Ramsay, who had a reputation in the neighborhood as a very inflexible and stubborn man. Once he got something in his head, he wouldn't budge from it, but he meticulously followed every rule and law even when it made no sense.


  "Tell me, does that guy named Henry Hill still work at your place?" Joseph asked somewhat mockingly.


  "Of course, he's on vacation right now. Why do you ask? You don't know him from somewhere too, do you?" Thomas asked back strangely, not knowing what to make of his neighbor's approach.


  "I do, actually. My wife and his wife were schoolmates. The women ran into each other at the supermarket on Saturday, so we exchanged a few words too. He gave me some crazy theory about how certain people up there don't want certain things, but the whole story seemed pretty unbelievable. I argued with him, but everyone knows he's crazy anyway, you can't believe people like that."


  "What makes you think he's crazy?" Thomas asked back in surprise.


  "Everyone knows. He was even on TV. Didn't you watch the news last night? He climbed up on the roof to jump off and kill himself. He even had a rope with him."


  "You're wrong about that, because I just talked to him the other day. He told me himself that he had to climb up on the roof to fix a leak. And what he had with him wasn't a rope, it was an extension cord for his drill."


  "Oh, don't tell me that. I saw it with my own eyes on the news. They don't lie on TV!" Joseph raised his voice. "They showed him up on the roof and he didn't want to come down. That famous reporter was out there. He said he'd climbed up with suicidal intent. He even interviewed the neighbor. He confirmed what a nutcase he is too."


  "Believe me, Henry's completely normal, and he has no intention of killing himself. It's just that unfortunately now they want to discredit him because he knows things he shouldn't, and I suspect it's in some people's interest that no one believe him. And he really isn't on good terms with his neighbor, because Henry pointed out that his dog constantly makes a mess in front of his house, and the guy took offense at that."


  "I still know Henry's unhinged," Joseph continued to insist. "The other day we were talking about the increasingly harsh price increases, and then he came at me with how of course, because the dollar and the euro have no gold backing."


  "But they really don't. Only a very small fraction does. Nixon ended the gold standard back in 1971," Thomas answered almost smiling.


  "Oh, don't talk nonsense to me either," Joseph now took the conversation loud and firm. "Even the European countries keep their gold here with us in the States. It's all sitting there to the last gram in the national bank's vault."


  "I wouldn't believe that. You think when they issue new dollars, they buy gold for all of it so it has backing too? Or when the European Central Bank announced the other day that it's ready to issue euros in any amount to save its stability, do they put the same amount of gold in the vault? Where and how would they get all that?"


  "The people who deal with this, this is their job, this is their profession! They know what they're doing! Who are you to think you know this so well? The chairman of the National Bank? Then what do you think backs our money?" Joseph now posed the rhetorical question quite mockingly.


  "Goods, and mainly people's confidence that they'll accept it, because the state, or the issuer, convinces them that they'll indeed be able to buy something with it tomorrow too," Thomas answered, restraining himself more and more because of his neighbor's narrow-mindedness.


  "Don't tell me that nonsense. I've seen the pictures. Do you know how much gold they keep there?"


  "You know what, if you think so, then believe that," Thomas answered calmly, trying to end the conversation before Joseph got completely wound up.


  "This isn't a matter of belief. I know this. And most people know it too."


  "Lucky for that. Otherwise the economy might really collapse," Thomas continued the now almost argumentative conversation reluctantly, trying to keep his cool, which was becoming increasingly difficult. One part of him wanted to keep convincing the old man, the other wanted to quiet him down, that it wasn't worth it, better to just leave him. At the same time, though, he was sad about how many stupid people there were whose vote counted as much as his. He himself didn't know what he'd rather do. He knew he still had things to learn about patience, but this wasn't as easy as it seemed to many. From the corner of his eye he was also looking for an escape opportunity, finding a pretext to end the argument without dishonor.


  And as if sent by the Almighty, Judith stepped out of the neighboring house's gate. Though Thomas knew her well by sight, they'd never gotten further than a greeting, despite the fact that the woman's cheerfulness, curly blonde hair, and seductive gaze had captivated him even before he'd met Kate.


  "Hello, Tom! Got a minute?" Judith called out, smiling as always. Thomas didn't know what to make of it, but seized the opportunity and after a curt goodbye immediately left Joseph in the dust.


  "Yes? Can I help you with something?" he now asked Judith.


  "I don't want to disturb you at all, just have a quick question," the woman apologized, adjusting the shoulder strap of her black and white dress.


  "You're not disturbing me at all. I'm glad you rescued me, or we might have ended up in a real argument."


  "Oh, Joseph's not hard. The other day he scolded me too because when I parked, my car's wheel stuck out five centimeters over the line and because of that the people with strollers wouldn't be able to fit on the sidewalk. As if he pushes strollers around so much. But don't even worry about him."


  "I'd rather not say anything. But what's the question?"


  "So, I understand you know about electrical things, and I'd like to ask for some advice. I was stupid enough to let myself be talked into installing an electric heating panel instead of the broken air conditioner. The agent said it would be just as good because it works with radiant heat, but I think my electric bill is much higher now and it's not as warm either. I told him something wasn't right, but his response was that there's no such problem anywhere else, and the high bill is definitely caused by other appliances. That seemed strange to me. I don't understand these things, I tried to explain, but he was very assertive and used technical terms I didn't understand. You surely know better—am I really wrong?"


  "Dear Judith, I have a feeling you were badly ripped off. I don't want to get into technical issues, but your electric bill unfortunately really did go up because of the radiant heater. Unfortunately, heating with such a device is indeed much more expensive than with an air conditioner. How much did this panel cost you?"


  "990 dollars. But supposedly it's a special development, particularly economical, because it's only single-phase."


  "This is going to be very sad. Every such device is single-phase. Even the one you buy at the Chinese store. I've heard about this scam before. The realistic price for one of these is about a hundred dollars. I hope you didn't buy a healing bracelet and health-restoring water purifier at least."


  "No, of course not! My aunt bought one ages ago, but I didn't see her condition improve, though she was convinced it did."


  "That's encouraging. The placebo effect can work too, but many people say that because it would be uncomfortable for them to admit they made a bad deal. In any case, I'll email you a contact for one of my acquaintances. He knows how to get money back from these scam companies and he'll solve your heating properly too."


  "Oh, I'm so grateful. I'm terribly embarrassed that I bothered you with such things. But you see, I'm learning," Judith answered now laughing.


  "I'm the one who should thank you for rescuing me from that stubborn Joseph. I hope we run into each other again and you'll tell me what you arranged about the heating."


  "Absolutely," Judith answered with a coquettish smile, as if the heating had been just a pretext for approaching Thomas.


  



  Friday morning it seemed the ice might have finally broken. Thomas was summoned to the big boss's office again. This time, however, he was forced to wait longer in the executive secretariat, whose tense atmosphere wasn't eased even by the sight of the secretary's miniskirt and deep cleavage. When the door finally opened, to Thomas's great surprise Mike stepped out, visibly agitated. Thomas greeted him, but the man seemed not to notice, grumbling to himself as he stomped out of the room. Thomas looked after him strangely, but since he could already hear the thin female voice saying he could go in to see the boss, he had no opportunity to find out what was troubling Mike.


  Bowman waved Thomas closer in his usual bored style, then pointed to a chair but didn't speak. He responded to Thomas's greeting only with an unintelligible mumble. He walked over to the display case at the other end of the room, adjusted a statuette, then started back toward the desk. The whole thing made no sense, as if he'd only done it because he didn't want to begin what he had to say. Finally he sat down in his leather armchair and spoke:


  "Well, I can't bring you good news, Mr. Freeman. The events of recent days have changed a lot of things. The culmination of this series was of course the tragic event with Mr. Forester, but you don't need to know about the rest. The point, however, which concerns you, is that I'm permanently stopping research and product development in this area," Bowman finally said, but his voice was now far from as superior as last time. You could feel he knew something else he would and wouldn't say, but for some reason he couldn't.


  "I'm very sorry to hear that, sir. Have you thought this through carefully? We've already put so much money and energy into it and we're close to completing the prototype. And if production could start, that..."


  "Stop it! I know! You already told me last time!" Bowman snapped at him irritably. "You don't need to explain to me what we spent on what and how much, and I also know where we stand. You don't see everything; there are other interests that can't be ignored. I don't have to explain my decisions to you, do I?"


  "Of course not, sir," Thomas answered back in a broken voice, then after some hesitation quietly asked one last question: "And what happens to our work?"


  "That's the other thing I called you in for. I think in light of developments, however excellent a professional you are, it would be best for both of us if you didn't continue working at the company. My proposal is termination of employment by mutual agreement, plus three months' salary in exchange for signing a complete non-disclosure agreement."


  "Is this really necessary, sir? I think I was a useful team member, and I could hold my own in other research areas going forward. Please, think this over once more, Mr. Bowman. The company has many other projects running where I could be a useful team member."


  "I've already thought it over. You know this isn't about that."


  "And if I don't accept?" Thomas changed his tone, seeing that nice words would get him nowhere now.


  "Well, if you don't accept my offer, then I'll fire you with immediate effect, and I'll make sure that while the investigation into Mr. Forester's case continues, you'll be held in pretrial detention. I don't think you have any other choice."


  "Do you really think I had anything to do with the case?"


  "The point isn't what I think, but what you think. Well?"


  "In that case, I suppose you've left me no other option. I'm sorry we have to part ways like this," Thomas sighed deeply, then stood up from the chair.


  "The secretariat has already prepared the papers. Read the agreement carefully before you sign it," Bowman tossed out halfheartedly, then sat back in his massive armchair. "Or after. I don't care," he added apathetically.


  



  The situation became clear to Thomas. He needed to find a new job very quickly, which would be no easy task at all given his specialized field. At the same time, the relative prosperity was over, so most likely months of economizing lay ahead. Having no financial reserves, he would have to tighten his belt considerably to be able to pay his mortgage installments from that sum until he found a new job. If only I hadn't bought that new phone last month. But the pizza oven and those never-watched movies were also a waste of money. Kate also talked me into that expensive jacket, though I'll never wear it anyway. Better not to think about how much unnecessary stuff I've bought recently. How useful their price would be now—anxious feelings gathered in him as he thought through the near future's scenario: job hunting at full steam, a little economizing, selling unnecessary things, possibly rescheduling the loan. All this wouldn't be easy, of course, since Thomas knew about himself that he often over-worried about things and had always feared uncertainty. Since his job had seemed stable until now, he'd boldly lived the average American citizen's life, with the difference that he handled his credit card a bit more carefully than others. There had been minor arguments with Kate about this too, who, despite earning well, had an account that was almost always in the red. She bought everything on credit without a word, saying she'd pay it back from her year-end bonus.


  



  Thomas returned home with a long face, hoping Kate would comfort him at home. After all, nothing tragic had happened; he just needed to find a new job and everything would be fine. After all, he had three months' reserve.


  "Hi, honey, how are you? How are things going in there?" Kate chirped.


  "Unfortunately not the best. Looks like I need to find a new job," Thomas answered with a quiet sigh, then continued: "So, my job's gone. But I'll work it out. It might be harder for a while, but we love each other and that's what matters."


  "What do you mean your job's gone?" Kate changed her tone, as if she were no longer the sweet girl who'd been smiling and asking questions just moments before. "Then how are we going to go to the Bahamas at Christmas? We agreed we'd spend the holidays there this year, remember?"


  "I remember, darling, but maybe that won't work out this year. I'll do everything so we can go, but until I have a steady income again, we have to think about every expense."


  "But I assume you got some severance or something, we can go on that, can't we?" Kate pressed the delicate topic further.


  "I got something, but I don't want to spend it all before it's certain what will happen later."


  "What do you mean what will happen later? You'll find a new job, and meanwhile you have your credit card. You never use your credit limit anyway," Kate tossed out apathetically, but when she saw she'd spoken badly and Thomas was starting to get annoyed, heading off trouble, she quickly changed her tone. She put on her sweet face, combed back her hair, pulled down the blouse on her chest, and planted a kiss on Thomas's neck. Now in a completely different tone, in a cooing voice, she continued: "Come on, sweet teddy bear, you're not going to be mad at your little kitten, are you? I know you're smart, you'll find a job soon and then we can pay back the credit limit. You know how much I want to go away, I'm so excited about it and you'll have a great time too. We'll go, won't we?"


  "Okay, we'll see," Thomas calmed down, feeling Kate's friendlier self.


  But that wasn't enough for Kate; she kept pleading:


  "Say yes! You'll take your little kitten, won't you, so we'll both be very happy?"


  "Okay, we'll go," Thomas answered, though he felt that with his answer he could at most only buy some time. To actually win the battle, he definitely needed a new, well-paying job.


  



  The job search, however, didn't go so easily. No matter that Thomas had good schools, no matter that he was an experienced professional in his own field, his specialized area made the job hunt quite difficult. He only found positions that would have been at the other end of the country, or requiring lower expertise and coming with lower pay. So eventually Thomas admitted he needed to broaden his scope and perhaps search outside his own field too. Mostly, however, he failed because of his honesty, since he wrote candidly both in his resume and in the completely meaningless-to-him cover letter. He had numerous arguments with Kate about this, who didn't understand why Thomas wouldn't just lie and say he knew everything the current company expected. According to Kate, everyone did this anyway; at worst, if they hired him, he'd learn what was needed. But Thomas had different values, compounded by the fact that he was incapable of writing the usual boilerplate text everyone used, like "my greatest wish is to work for you." He never understood why companies expected this, why anyone would think this could be sincere, but apparently it was necessary. You had to be proud to work at some multinational that imagined itself prestigious but was secretly condemned by ordinary people, giving up the last crumbs of your personality, selling your name and your humanity in exchange for a bit of charity.


  But how easily it had gone for Akihiro. It was common knowledge at the company that when they asked him at the job interview to say something positive about himself, he only answered that he had numerous hidden talents. And when they asked back what those might be, for example, he only said he didn't know, because they were hidden. Later, of course, it turned out he really did have brilliant ideas. Some of these had wormed their way so deeply into Thomas's thoughts that they became very good friends and regularly spent entire evenings debating the nature of the world and the meaning of life.


  Akihiro was a man of hard-to-determine age, perhaps in his forties, with black, straight hair, glasses, and always elegant. Though many people think of Japanese as short, he contradicted this. At 185 centimeters he was quite tall, which probably had something to do with his European ancestry. Though Akihiro was born in Tokyo and his mother was also Japanese, he didn't know his father at all. He only knew that his mother, during a European trip, had met a Hungarian man with whom she maintained a close relationship, and then after she went home and it turned out she was pregnant, her parents forbade her from keeping in contact with the man. Later she married a man from Osaka who, though he raised Akihiro as a father, his siblings always made him feel he was the black sheep of the family. After all this it was no wonder he wanted to leave home, graduated from Harvard, and established himself in America. He'd taken a job at Nuclear Technologies at about the same time as Thomas, as a mathematician, except while Thomas worked on the fusion power plant, Akihiro performed tasks in the quantum communication research department. Primarily on commission from NASA, they wanted to create a device that would establish fast and secure communication. With the current message-sending technology using radio waves, you had to wait long minutes or even hours for a response from Mars, whereas with this technology it might become instantaneous. Besides that, he had a secret idea with which he tried to provide answers to those fundamental questions that occupy everyone. Of course, only a few initiates knew about this, including Thomas.


  3.


  In these difficult times, Thomas and Akihiro also spent more time together, inspiring each other with thoughts that others might not even understand.


  "The thing is, I'd like to apologize to you," Akihiro set down two glasses of whiskey in the middle of the table.


  "Whatever for?" Thomas asked back in confusion.


  "That we got the quantum computer you used to use."


  "And why are you apologizing for that? You didn't make that decision. Use it in good health," Thomas sipped from his glass. "But how's the development going?"


  "It's almost ready. We'll start soon."


  "Right, let's talk seriously."


  "We're making progress. It's hard to say how much is still ahead of us. Though I think if aliens exist, they probably use something like this too."


  "I don't know about that, but it's certain they couldn't use today's radio communication, because that only travels at the speed of light, which even in the Earth-Mars relationship is minutes, or could be nearly an hour. I don't even know how it occurred to anyone to send radio signals to aliens."


  "Right. That's why quantum communication will be good. Instant and secure."


  "Indeed, though for now many people doubt it's possible. And the problem is this only works for information," Thomas pondered, staring at the ceiling. "I don't even understand, if aliens really exist, how they got here in such a way that by the time they go back, their planet still exists."


  "Because of relativity theory?"


  "Yes. Because if we assume there's a spaceship capable of continuous acceleration of 1 g, identical to Earth's gravity, then although Mars could be reached in a day and a half, the nearest stars in a few years, even if they only came from nearby stars in the Milky Way, due to relativity theory, during the few years of travel, centuries or millennia would pass back home, so their discovery would be worthless. And if they came from a neighboring galaxy, at the speed required for that, several million years would pass on their planet."


  "I suspect they know much more than we do and perhaps know technologies, forces, dimensions that we don't. So traveling in the conventional way is absolutely not feasible."


  "Well, whatever, I'm just wandering off a bit. Tell me something about that other experiment instead, I'm more interested in that."


  "You know it's secret."


  "Yes. But I also know you can't keep a secret."


  "Okay... Then I'll tell you something. But really don't pass it on."


  "Of course, it stays between us."


  "So there's a side project, an idea that we could transmit information not just over great distances, but through time too."


  "Nothing simpler. You write it on a piece of paper, then read it in six months and you've just sent information from the past to the future," Thomas laughed.


  "Okay, sure. But the other way around?"


  "What do you mean the other way around? You can't go backward, time travel doesn't exist, it contradicts the laws of physics," Thomas said in confusion.


  "That's true, but the laws of physics only apply to materialistic things."


  "You mean to say you want to send information from the future to the past? And you're using quantum entanglement for this?" Thomas interrupted with some incredulous but excited curiosity.


  "Essentially yes, though there's something else here I don't want to talk about yet. But if you accelerate a particle close to the speed of light, then its time passes differently from our time. And if you do this with one member of an entangled quantum pair, then if you change one, the other's state changes immediately too, regardless of how far apart they are."


  "I'm not sure that's how it works in every case. Besides, on a universal scale, you know too that simultaneity loses its meaning; at great distances we can't talk about such things."


  "Right, but what if we do all this locally in a particle accelerator, maintaining it for weeks?" Akihiro smiled suggestively.


  "Then one will have a different time than the other."


  "Exactly. And if in the future we were to change one's state, then in theory its pair would have already signaled this earlier."


  "This can't work like that," Thomas shook his head. "Even Einstein said the distinction between past, present, and future is only an illusion, however persistent."


  "That's what we want to find out. But for some reason a mysterious phenomenon keeps returning, which causes the quantum fluctuation to increase and the information is lost."


  "Good thing it's lost. You can't hack physics. Physical phenomena are deterministic. Even if any kind of time machine existed, only cases could occur where the past doesn't change because of it."


  "According to today's physics, yes," Akihiro raised his index finger. "But physics evolves, and who knows... So we still have to work on this."


  "Oh, no!" Thomas snapped, shaking his head. "It really is a strange thing in physics that elementary particles just disappear and just appear, but I don't think this is a loophole. This simply contradicts the principle of causality. Everything in the world is connected by cause and effect; this rule can't be broken."


  "Yes, but humans just invented that."


  "Fine. Then do it and tell me next week's lottery numbers."


  "No problem, I'll tell you, but unfortunately I can't tell you which parallel dimension's lottery numbers they'll be," Akihiro now laughed too, while Thomas himself couldn't decide whether he was joking or serious about what he was saying. Then Akihiro continued in complete seriousness, which made Thomas even more uncertain. "But you know, Nikola Tesla had a saying that gives me guidance."


  "Which is?"


  "He said that on the day science begins to study non-physical phenomena, it will make more progress in a few years than in all the previous centuries combined. I had a teacher, you could say a master, who said that if you want to create something great, step out of the conventional way of thinking and view things from the outside. Believe me, everything's simpler from there," Akihiro continued.
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