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Prologue
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The world is a theatre, and men are actors.

Fortune, who is mistress of the stage,

prepares the costumes and the life of man.

The heavens and the fates are great spectators.

P. de Ronsard

––––––––
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People never think about whether dark forces are real. However, that has absolutely no meaning for the dark creatures; they have always existed, ever since the beginning of the world. And they will continue to exist...

The Dark Master, who had once descended from heaven and embarked on a path of battling the light, was happier than ever. The thing was that the world had recently begun changing more rapidly than before. That meant two things; one, initiation needed to be done as soon as possible, otherwise the moment of attack could easily be missed and two, people were becoming weaker and spineless so he would be able to take control over them.

The Master was sure that his moment of truth and fame had come. The time had come for everything he had been waiting for all these years, hundreds of years to come true...

Everything else had been merely a preparation for the thing that was about to happen. And this time, all the people will learn that darkness rules the world.

The Master possessed inconceivable power and was able to use it easily in order to destroy human souls and destinies. However, there is always one limitation for the dark forces; they cannot be used in the presence of light. While angels of light and believers who faithfully (and blindly, as the Master believed) believe in some mystical good Creator still exist in this world, the darkness cannot triumph and take control over people’s minds.

As was mentioned earlier, the Master had been making preparations for a long time and now his time had come. About fifty devoted servants surrounded his feet. But not the servants who worshipped Buddha, Jesus Christ or someone else, but genuine devotees. Real servants who would do anything to please their master. The Master had decided long time ago who the leader of this small group would be.

It was Zoram. He was handsome, stately and, most importantly, had all the necessary characteristics for faithful service. He was standing before the Master at the moment and looking up at him somewhat fearfully, but with great pride at the same time. Like the rest of his few associates, Zoram seemed so small compared to him. The Master himself was not confused by that. He always liked to feel superior to others, even if the others were servants.

“Zoram,” the Dark Master said quietly.

“Yes, master,” the servant replied immediately, slightly bowing.

“You may consider this day the best day of your life.” A faint smile appeared on the dark-grey face of the Master through the mist.

Zoram felt a pleasant warmth spreading through his body, emanating from his heart. This day really was the most important of his life; it was hard to disagree with it.

“You are familiar with our plan,” the Master continued. “You know what to do. All your assistants are completely at your disposal. If they disobey you in any way, they will have only themselves to blame.”

Several people in the group standing behind Zoram flinched.

“Before you go to Earth...” The Master made a small pause before uttering the word ‘Earth’ as if expressing disregard for the planet. “...you will need one last thing.”

Fire appeared in Zoram's eyes. This is it... What I have been waiting for... he mused. The blessing from the Master himself. He abruptly straightened his back and took two steps forward, approaching the Master who seemed to be omnipresent, to see and feel every move and every rustle.

In the next moment, Zoram experienced an unexpected and extremely severe pain in the solar plexus area. It felt like hot iron was being pushed into his flesh. It penetrated further and further, crushing his internal organs along the way. When the pain became unbearable and made Zoram writhe on the floor like a boa constrictor, he was ready to scream... But, at that moment, everything stopped. The Master stopped influencing his student as suddenly as he had begun. 

Zoram straightened and stood up. The man now felt incredible strength and power, which he could not have ever imagined.

He knew that he was now able to do anything his Master told him. Any assignment...

“There,” the Master said gently. “You are all set.”

Zoram smiled broadly to the dark Master in response. Then he turned around and examined the group of his assistants. Most of them nodded with approval and supported Zoram with cheers and gestures.

Zoram, like the Master himself, felt very clearly that the hour of darkness had come.

The waiting was over.

The time for action had come.
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Part 1: Preparation for Service
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Chapter 1: A Terrible Dream
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Anton Fedorsky was rushing to the top floor of an enormous New York skyscraper. It was not curiosity that drove this young man to the top of this giant; he already knew who was waiting for him there.

Once he was on the top floor and breathing heavily, Anton looked around and found the door to the roof quickly. The hatch was opened. That could only mean one thing; someone was already there and they were waiting for Anton.  

The young man stopped for a couple of seconds, caught his breath and nimbly climbed through the hatch. In the next moment, Anton was already on the roof. At the height of five hundred metres, New York felt like it was right on the palm of his hands. Unforgettable and beautiful views opened before Anton’s eyes, but he was not up for a romantic tour. Anton was carefully moving around the roof of the skyscraper because strong wind was blowing and he was afraid of falling down and dying for such a stupid reason...

No, I am on a very different mission, Anton reminded himself. If I am to die than I will try to do so with dignity...

At first glance, the skyscraper roof seemed empty. It was daytime and it was possible to observe the abundance of New York activities from such a great height. However, Anton’s heart was alarmed for some reason. Danger was near him.

After taking several steps forward and trying to keep the entire roof area in his sight, Anton heard rustling behind him. It was faint, but it was still there. 

Fedorsky turned around sharply. He did not see anything out of the ordinary. Only another gust of wind which swayed his trousers around the ankles and the sleeves of his windbreaker. However, the next event was very real. Despite the fact that Anton heard no sounds behind him, a blow came from there which knocked him to the ground. It felt like invisible knots tied around the boy’s ankles and no matter how hard he tried, he was unable to get out.

Someone’s strong hands dragged Anton on the rough concrete surface. Lord, what is happening?

After several seconds, which seemed like eternity, the invisible hands let go of Anton and his body limply fell on the edge of the roof like a sack of potatoes. Fedorsky’s spine hit the metal ledge and he yelped faintly. Blood trickled out of Anton’s mouth. He broke his lip when he fell. He might have even lost several teeth. But he had more pressing matters to attend to.

Having wiped his mouth with the windbreaker sleeve, Anton got up with difficulty and brushed himself off.

“Show yourself, I want to see you,” he uttered, gasping.

“Wow, Anton Fedorsky... What a pathetic image,” the voice replied. It was still shapeless; Anton could not see anyone but he knew that was only temporary. Very soon, he would see the one because of whom he had come here. 

“Mister Fedorsky, I am afraid that your strength can hardly compare to mine. You can never, do you hear me, never, be like me.” In the voice, Anton sensed power, strength and force, the likes of which he had never encountered before.

Who the hell are you?

“I am the one who can save you,” the voice said pressingly, as if he had heard Anton’s thoughts. In the next moment, a man in black – wearing a black coat, black trousers, black shoes and with black hair combed back – appeared before Fedorsky. Despite the fact that Anton had seen that man before, he still shivered.

“Enough of these games,” he said as calmly as possible. “Where is the item for which you have called me here?”

“Oh, right,” the man in black smiled. “Yes, I completely forgot. The item is in a safe place. And I called you here for another purpose...”

It’s a trap, the thought flashed through Anton’s head. It was a trap.

“And what would that be?” Fedorsky asked quickly even though he already knew the answer.

The man in black approached Anton.

“To destroy you once and for all.” He stretched his mouth into the most disgusting smile that Anton had ever seen. “You and all the people in this vile world...”

Anton knew that further conversation would be meaningless. His only advantage was a surprise attack. If he did not attack, he would die for sure.

Having struck his opponent with several abrupt, quick blows, Anton was surprised and even discouraged by how easily his opponent blocked him and repelled his blows.

“Is that it?” the man in black grinned and it seemed to Anton that the devil himself stood before him.

Fedorsky lost the rhythm to his strikes and let his guard down for a second. That was enough for his opponent, who knocked Anton down with a few kicks. Then he shook Anton’s shoulders, slinging his body off the side of the building.

Anton was breathing heavily, opening and closing his mouth. His life was literally hanging by a thread. The lower part of his body was still on the roof, but his head and torso were hanging down, just waiting to fall from a mad height of 426 metres.

The man in black held Anton slightly with his muscular hands, displaying his full control over the situation.

“This is your last chance,” he shouted so that Anton could hear him. “You can join our side and remain alive or you can fall from this roof right now.”

“No way,” Anton replied, spitting the words out in anger. “I will never bow to you; do you hear me?”

“Well,” the man wearing a coat shook his head. “That is a very dumb decision.”

The middle-aged man slightly, with barely noticeable pressure, pushed Anton to the edge. To his surprise, Fedorsky did not even resist.

Oh, apparently you would not mind if your life ended, the man in black mused with a smile.

Anton’s front body part slipped and... Suddenly, Fedorsky grabbed the edge of the roof with his right hand. While holding on with one hand, Anton tried really hard not to look down. There was more than five hundred metres of free fall underneath him.

No, it cannot end like this... It is not supposed to end like this, thoughts swarmed in the boy’s head. For some reason, he remembered Nietzsche’s famous aphorism “What is falling, that should also be pushed!” Nevertheless, Anton really did not want the expression to be applied to him in the situation.

The man in black placed one leg on the ledge of the roof, bent his knee and leaned towards Anton. The expression of complete dominance not only over the situation, but also the whole world reigned on his face.

“You know, mister Fedorsky, I have warned you long time ago that the world is not ruled by good.” He straightened and adjusted his coat collar. “However, you stubbornly kept contradicting me. Now you can see that you have resisted in vain... It was nice knowing you.”

The man took one last look at Anton, whose thick hair fluttered in the wind. Fedorsky’s face seemed sorrowful to the man. It expressed only helplessness. The hand clutching the edge of the roof with the last atoms of strength, was ready to release it at any moment.

The man in black decided to “relieve” Anton of suffering and stomped the boy’s fingers with his boot. A loathsome crunch of joints sounded. Anton screamed, opened his hand and fell...

Fedorsky woke up covered with cold sweat and breathed heavily. This was not the first time he had this dream during the last couple of months. The events in the dream always seemed so realistic to him that Anton believed it was actually happening and his life was over.

Having wiped the sweat from his face, Anton shook his head several times and glanced at the clock. The round indicator showed 3:41. He would most likely not be able to sleep again tonight. That was the case every time Anton had this unpleasant dream.

Anton mused that he would not wish for anyone to see something like this, not even his worst enemy. He went to the bathroom, splashed some cold water on his face and looked at himself in the mirror. He could barely recognise himself. Fedorsky felt his sunken cheeks and eyes with his hands. There were blue bags of impressive size under his eyes, which had appeared either because of sleep deprivation or due to nervous tension.

Anton lowered his head and turned off the water after several seconds. Having gone to the kitchen, the boy poured himself a glass of filtered water, which he had grown to like a lot lately.

For the last two weeks, Anton Fedorsky had not been living in the dorm as usual, but in Alan Bitter’s apartment in the Bronx on Unionport Road, which the man had bought after selling his house in Bethlehem. This was not exactly a positive change for Anton (the peaceful life in the dorm without his suddenly found father suited him), but he still could not refuse to move into the apartment. Anyway, it is not every day that you are offered a spacious two-bedroom apartment in New York, where you would be alone for the bigger part of the day. Alan was busy at his new job during the day and he could only see Anton on the evenings and weekends.

However, the main reason why Anton had agreed to move into the apartment was Alan Bitter himself. It had been less than a month since their first meeting in Michael Vibel’s office. That ended quite tragically for Anton; he was shot and had to spend some time in the hospital. It would be almost impossible for any person to digest the information about their new-found father during that time so Anton thought it was a good idea for them to live together and have more opportunity for communication.

Alan was also in seventh heaven and he used every chance to spend some time with his son. The man thought that fate was returning all debts from the past, which had brought him a lot of pain and suffering. Nevertheless, all that was meaningless now. All Alan’s thoughts were immersed in the new period of his life, which consisted of new interesting work, new prospects and new hopes...

It was Friday today, or rather Saturday had already come, and that meant that there were two days ahead of them for having fun, going to cafes, going to amusement parks, playing tennis together and doing other great and exciting things...

Anton was worried about one thing, though. How long would this happiness last? There is a saying that nothing lasts forever and Fedorsky was forced to admit that it was unlikely this situation was an exception. Anton kept working in Ruben Martinez’ editorial office as a freelance correspondent. He had a lot of requests and he enjoyed his work (especially the part when he was able to visit the readers of the newspapers at home and talk to them personally). However, it remained unclear what to do with his studies at New York University. Learning had been Anton’s top priority before he had arrived at the Big Apple. Now it had become somewhat of a burden and Fedorsky still had not decided whether he should continue with it or not. Naturally, the prospect of getting a doctorate in psychology was tempting, but not enough to spend all his time and efforts for this purpose. In all honesty, Anton thought about telling his academic supervisor about his decision to leave the university more and more often, but he still did not have the opportunity to do that.

Clive Sedder worked with Anton individually, helping him come up with a plan for his future dissertation, collect data and also consistently inviting him to various consultations and legal conferences as his assistant. Anton knew that Sedder was a popular professor at the university and that he had many graduate students with whom he worked individually, but they all remained in the shadows compared to Anton. Fedorsky had no idea what he had done to deserve such respect from the eminent professor, but he genuinely respected him and did not want to upset him by telling him the unpleasant news about wanting to terminate his studies.

Having forgotten all his thoughts about college, Anton showered and decided to use early morning time for yoga and meditation. The young man did Padma Sadhana and several Asanas and then he involuntarily returned to his dream. It remained unclear who the man in black was and why he wanted to kill Anton so badly. He must have known Anton, but Anton, try as he might, could not remember seeing him anywhere before. However, should he even think about it since it was just a dream? As a psychologist, the young man knew that there was nothing hidden behind dreams and only madmen took them seriously. On the other hand, why did this dream occur so regularly? And why did it cause fear that everything would really end?

Could it be a warning sign from a higher power? Merely thinking about that caused Anton anxiety. No, I am sure everything is much simpler, the boy reasoned with himself while closing one of his nostrils with him finger and breathing deeply. Even if it was a warning, it was conveyed in a figurative form so it would be stupid to take it literally.

While exhaling through his left nostril, Anton released all his thoughts and worries with the air. And he almost succeeded. During the whole dream, he missed this one detail, but now it suddenly emerged in his mind. Anton was not afraid for himself on that roof, but for Alan Bitter...
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Chapter 2: The Task Begins
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Otar Kiudo had not eaten in two days. He was starving and every thought of food caused a burning desire to eat. More than anything else in the world, Otar was annoyed by people who left supermarkets with a lot of groceries and happy faces and could afford to buy anything they wanted, while he had to restrain himself and endure.

However, he needed to be true to his word, which he gave to the man who hired him for this job. This request was small and insignificant, but only at first glance. In fact, everything was much more complicated with the paper envelope, which Otar now felt in his pocket. Significantly more complicated...

Kiudo was unable to get the last phone call with his sponsor out of his head.

“Why should I agree to this?” Otar asked for the umpteenth time.

“I have already answered that question many times,” he heard a strict voice on the other side.

The voice sounded somewhat distorted and Otar assumed that his associate used some kind of a programme for changing his voice. From several meetings and a couple of phone calls that occurred between them, Otar managed to understand that his sponsor was a fearful man and safety was his number one priority. Or rather, the safety of the information that he had at his disposal.

“Otar, you are currently the only person who can do this assignment and pass this to the right person,” the man continued. “Not only my safety, but the safety of the whole world depends on it.”

Lord, how can anything depend on a single parcel? Otar mused, but said nothing out loud.

“Alright, if this is so important, then why can’t I find this man and hand him the envelope? Why the austerities?”

Otar really had reasons for being disturbed (and surprised for that matter). Not only was he mysteriously chosen and invited to perform “a small task” by a man whom Otar had never met before, but he also needed to go through stages of preparation, which consisted of very strange requirements. Prayers and reading some parts from the Bible were acceptable, but a fake passport and fasting (he was only allowed to drink water) – that was too much.

“Don’t worry, Otar, all this has been done for your own good,” the man on the other side of the line retorted calmly, as if cutting butter with a sharp knife. “Have you heard of the phrase from the Bible – ‘nothing impure will ever enter the temple of God?’”

“I actually read the Qur’an more,” Otar replied confusedly. He was a Persian.

“In any case, it does not matter,” the man sighed and then there was interference. “Any important spiritual information requires preparation, and most often this preparation is ‘inner.’ That is usually the reason why most people never read The Scriptures. They either don’t understand them or don’t take them seriously enough.”

“Can we get to the point?”

“Of course. I must say that I am very impressed with your personal qualities, depth and sincerity. It is extremely rare that one meets someone like you. Still, even you need to prepare yourself for the reception of this information, Otar.”

“You are speaking as if the envelope could change the course of history,” Kiudo grinned.

“Trust me, that is not far from the truth,” a dry reply sounded. It seemed to Otar that the man was being absolutely serious. In any case, Kiudo was a very kind person by nature and was accustomed to helping people. In addition, in this case, a good monetary compensation was offered to him for performing this task. Otar’s family was in considerable debt for renting their apartment and this unexpected assignment from this mysterious employer could change everything. Kiudo could both pay his debts and buy a new house for his wife and children.

“Alright, I agree,” Otar said after a brief hesitation. “How much time will this so-called ‘preparation’ take?”

“Two weeks. Trust me, the period could be much longer but we have made an exception for you.”

“Why two weeks instead of one?” Kiudo asked cautiously.

“My teacher ordered it,” the man replied calmly in his distorted voice.

A teacher... Everything is so secretive. What did I get myself into? Otar was perplexed but overcame it and decided not to ask any more questions. The amount of money that was offered was considerable and it would work against Otar to doubt his “employer” now.

However, Otar had already felt some kind of danger emanating from this entire business. And, as he now realised, his intuition was not wrong.

When he got to Manila airport and sat on a hard plastic chair, Otar noticed two men in black watching him. That was probably not a coincidence.

I wish my plane to Washington would arrive soon, Otar mused. He was becoming really nervous. Having looked at the departure board, he made sure once again that his plane would land in half an hour.

Soon, the man reassured himself. It had been a long time since he found himself in such a stupid and vulnerable position.
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Chapter 3: Settling into the New Place
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Zoram gently rose from his chair and walked around the dark dusty room on the outskirts of New York. He was finally here and he could finally begin to fulfil his task. The task he had received from the Master...

At the mere thought of the fact that he had been personally chosen by the Master and sent to Earth, Zoram felt a pleasant ecstasy. The man felt like he was a rich person who entered a supermarket and was completely free to select and buy anything he wanted. He was literally able to allow himself anything. Or almost anything?

Zoram knew that reigning the Kingdom of Darkness was still far, but his actions could bring his much closer to the long-awaited moment and make all people reasonable and free. The thing that Zoram witnessed today in the Big Apple was really depressing. All people looked like lifeless dumb zombies who only followed their instincts and obeyed stupid authorities.

Maybe they really believed in empty ideas of democracy and bright future waiting for them? Zoram knew that there was no bright future and people were enchanted by a stupid illusion, from which they had to be brought out as soon as possible. Of course, by using a powerful apparatus of the forces of darkness.

Zoram opened the window and inhaled fresh evening air. It was winter, it was around zero degrees Celsius and all the New Yorkers were thrilled about it. It takes so little to make these pitiful people happy, Zoram grinned.

Change of weather, change in diet or increase of salary; all of this was petty. This was only the first day for Zoram and his fifty companions on Earth, but they already missed the spiritual world. Clearly, they knew what was waiting for them here, but actual contact with the corporeality turned out to be much more painful.

All feeling in this, material world, were dulled, all sensations were smoothed out. People had to work a huge amount of time to provide themselves with basic necessities. They also needed to take care of their bodies, which was like a capricious child, it always needed food, sleep or a partner for sexual life... So much time was wasted on this and it was all in vain!

Zoram took a deep breath and closed the window. He wanted to return to the spiritual realm so much, but this was still impossible. He needed to spend some time on earth, in America, in order to fulfil the task that his master had given him. The word of the Master was the law for all his devotees, especially for Zoram and his assistants.

The man looked around the large room where chairs and sofas were occupied by his team. Some of them were openly bored, some of them looked at Zoram with interest and awaited further instructions and a couple of men were napping.

This afternoon, almost immediately after they had arrived on Earth, Zoram rented this house so that they had a place to settle. It was not much, but they just did not have time to find anything better. The Master made it quite clear to his subjects; they should make as little contact with humans as possible and they should try to be invisible if possible. At least for the first few days of living in New York.

“What do we do next?” a twenty-five-year-old girl asked with feigned interest while chewing gum. She was dressed in black (as were all other members of the team), but she was distinguished by rich red lipstick and light net veil, which was falling over her eyes.

Zoram looked at her strictly, as if he was not expecting to hear that question.

“We will settle here for now. We need to do some reconnaissance for the first two or three days and find out how to act in the best possible way,” he said.

“And, as I understand, we need Internet,” a dark-skinned boy with thick black curly hair exclaimed. He was lazily laying on the armrest of the couch and his feet were dangling freely.

“Well done, Percy, I see that not all of you are under the hypnosis of materiality,” Zoram said with more joy and scratched his sharp beard. “We indeed need the Internet like we need air. Without it, we will feel as if we had no limbs in this hut. The hut owner said that there is Wi-Fi here, but the situation is more complicated with computers. He decided not to leave his notebook here and as far as I understand, there is no other PC.”

“So what should we do?” a forty-year-old woman with lush red hair asked stupidly. Laughter sounded in the room. It seemed that the woman’s question helped others to sober up from this sleepy state, in which they all had been.

“Go to the store, dear Melanie,” Percy replied after a short pause and rose from the couch. “Unfortunately, everything is different here than in the spiritual realm; nothing happens here with the blink of an eye. We need to do everything with our own hands and feet.”

“Alright,” Zoram said loudly and clapped his hands, as if making his team come to. “Who knows where the hardware store is around here?”

A thirty-year-old man raised his hand. Compared to all the others, he seemed quite modest. The only black thing he was wearing was his suit jacket.

“There is a convenience store a couple of blocks from here and it works 24/7. You can buy almost anything there.”

“Excellent, go there with Percy,” Zoram commanded. “Buy two notebooks and a couple tablets.” Having addressed three young people sitting by the window, he added, “Rick, Olivia, Chandler, go and buy something to eat. This drunkard owner’s fridge is quite empty.”

“What about money?” one of the young people asked blankly.

“Oh yes, here, take this.” Zoram placed five hundred dollars on the table. “That should be enough.” Then he addressed another young man, “You will use the credit card.”

Having placed a credit card with a small sticker with a pin code on the table, Zoram was getting ready to go upstairs to the bedroom and rest for a while.

“So, what is our final goal?” he heard a pleasant female voice speaking behind him. That was the most charming one of all his assistants. Her name was Lara. She was wearing an elegant tight black dress and her hair was shaped in the style of Amy Winehouse.

Zoram turned around slowly and smiled.

“You know that, my dear,” he replied slowly and even with pleasure. “Naturally, we want to help all people enter the kingdom of darkness and be with our Master.”

“But there is something that is preventing us from doing that, isn’t there?” Lara raised her eyebrows.

Zoram became thoughtful for a few seconds. The smile disappeared from his face and he frowned slightly.

“Yes, there is one obstacle,” he admitted, having decided not to explain anything in great detail. “However, we can easily overcome it together. Our team is much stronger than anyone or anything. Therefore, we shall soon prevail over this world.”

Having reassured his assistant and kissed her lightly on the top of her head, Zoram was pleased with himself. While climbing the stairs to the second floor, he reminded himself that he was more suitable than anybody else for fulfilling his master’s orders.
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Chapter 4: From Bad to Worse
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The weekend went quite excellently for Anton and Alan Bitter. They had a great time together and they restored their health, Alan after a difficult week and Anton after several nervous sleepless nights. Everything was obvious about this weekend, it was, as was expected, at the highest level, easy and relaxed. Monday came and Anton had to meet with his academic supervisor.

With a heavy heart, the young many stood outside the School of Law at the NYU. After a few months of studying on a special programme for foreigners, Anton got a chance to continue his education of psychology and get a PhD. He was, after all, one of the best students on the programme. Prior to that, he had managed to hold only several individual consultation sessions with Clive Sedder and had already made a draft of the plan for his dissertation. Anton was not accustomed to abandoning something he had begun half-way. However, it seemed to him that this was going to have to be an exception. After all, when choosing between his work and his studies, Anton had long prioritised the thing that brought him real pleasure.

It is impossible to be at two different places simultaneously, Fedorsky said to himself.

At that moment, as if he had sensed Anton’s need to talk with him, Clive Sedder appeared at the end of the hall.

“Forgive me, Anton, I am a bit late,” he said slightly apologetically while approaching the door and holding a key in his hand. “Traffic jam, as usual. You know how it is...”

Clive smiled and put the key into the keyhole. The professor was athletic and in excellent mood as always. That was the reason why students liked him so much. Anton could not remember Sedder ever looking depressed or dejected. It seemed that he was so passionate about his work that he did not notice anything else. Or rather, he did notice things, but gave them no meaning.

For instance, Anton knew that the professor had no family, despite the fact that he was well over thirty. However, this fact suited Sedder; he probably did not feel the need to have a family or he just was not ready to have one. There were rumours that he occasionally had affairs with impressionable students, but Anton did not believe that. The building, where until recently he and his group had had classes, was a real hotbed of gossip and speculation. Fedorsky knew that from experience. For three months of his studies, rumours were being spread about him as well, and they were not very pleasant...

“Well, come in,” Clive said informally while opening the door before Anton.

The young man entered the office untypically hesitantly. It was the very same office where Anton had first met the professor and his group. It was kind of impossible to believe that it had already been several months since that moment. Many things had happened in the meantime. Anton’s worldview had changed from a typical student attitude aimed at obtaining knowledge and gaining a prestigious profession to the consciousness of a peacemaker and an advocate for prosperity.

We can assume things, but fate arranges everything for us, the thought flashed in Anton’s mind involuntarily.

“How is the preparation for your dissertation going?” Sedder asked in the meantime. He hung his stylish turquoise suit jacket on the back of his chair. “Have you finalised the last point?”

“Yes, you could say that,” Anton murmured, clutching a printout with the plan of his dissertation in his hands. He was not planning on taking it with him, he simply wanted to talk and dot his i’s. However, then he decided that it would not be ethical to take up the entire time the professor had for consultations with a conversation.

“Is everything okay?” Sedder brought Anton back to reality. “Do you want some water or tea?”

“No, thank you, professor,” Anton replied dryly, trying to avoid eye contact with the man. “This is the final plan for the dissertation, but I came for a different reason.”

Clive slowly accepted the papers Anton handed out to him.

“What do you mean? Why did you come then?” his voice was full of undisguised curiosity.

Clive examined the printouts and his face literally shone.

“Well, everything is magnificent! If you manage to implement this work, that will be simply awesome. I will arrange for you to access the necessary archives and libraries and you will be able to start collecting your materials in a couple of days. Besides...”

“Professor, I will stop doing this,” Anton blurted out as if he was discarding a heavy load.

“What do you mean?” Sedder got disoriented. “Your plan is really great. I don’t understand...”

“I have decided to leave the university and cease my studies,” Anton explained, feeling a bit better. It would be better for him to tell the truth immediately than to pussyfoot around.

Sedder got up from his leather chair.

“But why?” The professor looked like he had been struck by lightning. “Oh, I am starting to understand, I think.” Hope sparkled in his eyes. “You don’t have enough money?” Do you need an additional scholarship? That can be arranged easily...”

“No, professor, I don’t need a scholarship. My work is the main reason why I’m doing this,” Anton declared adamantly.

“Well, now I don’t understand anything.” Clive spread his hands.

Anton rubbed his neck, thinking about the right words to say.

“Everything is simple, really. I have decided that my work and helping people is much more important for me. It is higher on my priority list.”

“Helping people?” Clive was amazed. He walked around the table and put aside the printout which Anton had brought. “But this is what we are doing here at the university, with your preparation for a PhD. We advise an enormous amount of people and it is exactly the help they need. You can’t even imagine the importance of what we are doing...”

Anton shrugged.

“Professor, I understand, but... Legal aid is not exactly what I want to be doing. For me, the most important thing is to solve people's problems systematically, not only from the standpoint of law.”

It seemed that Anton’s explanation confused Clive even more. Bewildered, he stood at a loss for words for a couple of seconds.

“Forgive me, but what do you do?” he finally asked.

“I...” Anton hesitated. “I am a freelance correspondent for a small newspaper. But it is part of my duties to advise people in personal situations. That is what I like most...”

“You mean like a counselling psychologist?” the man asked, squinting.

“Yes, you can say that.”

“Alright, but... Maybe we could reach some kind of a compromise? Many students successfully combine work and study.”

It was difficult to argue with that, but Anton’s work was starting to take way more time than it could be expected. The stream of readers – and more importantly, Anton’s “clients” – grew steadily and sometimes the young man would spend more than eight hours a day doing this “part-time job,” which had seemed inconceivable a couple of months ago.

No, I need to make a choice, Anton reminded himself.

Having mustered courage, the boy said,

“Forgive me, but I have decided. I have to go now.”

Clive Sedder took a pen from the table and began to rotate it between his fingers nervously.

“Well, then, I will no longer keep you here,” he said after a long pause, which seemed like eternity. “In any case, we need to respect your decision.”

It seemed to Anton that Clive was talking to him like he was a five-year-old kid, who should not be blamed for his actions which were obviously stupid and to whom adults are saying “we respect your decision.” Fedorsky felt lousy, much worse than at the beginning of the conversation when he had just wanted to tie all loose ends and leave. But it turned out that this was much more complicated...

At some point, Anton was tempted to take back what he had said and tell the professor that it was all a joke and that he would continue his studies. However, the boy got over himself and did not do that. Having turned to the exit, Anton slowly started walking towards the door, constantly feeling the eyes of the young professor on his back.

“Goodbye, professor,” Anton said faintly when he touched the door. “It was a pleasure working with you.”

Anton could not hear if the professor said something. And it had no meaning whatsoever. The young man heard buzzing in his ears and it seemed to him like this was happening to someone else. It had been so hard to get into this university and pass the strict selection for this programme and now... He stopped everything with a single swing. Was that even possible?

Walking hastily, Anton left the university building and went out to the street. Trying to stop shivering all over, the boy made an effort to calm down, but tears were still welling up.

There must be something positive in all this. There was one thing. For a couple of weeks now, the Holy Spirit had been telling Anton that this could not continue and he needed to choose his future quickly. Either continue his studies at a prestigious university and ensure himself a “good and stable” future or... Walk into the unknown and make this world (or at least a part of it) a better place.

For most young people, the choice would be obvious and there would be no reason for thinking about it. But Anton had never been like most people. And the Holy Spirit had rescued him countless times, often from difficult situations. Why shouldn’t he continue to put his faith in it? After all, even his arrival here to America had been dictated by an internal impulse. And Anton had no doubts that he had come here because of that “push.”

He could recall many instances in history when people dropped promising studies in order to do their favourite work. Bill gates was a shining example of that. He studied at Harvard for only two years and then he was expelled for missing classes. And there was Victor Pelevin, who dropped out of graduate school at Moscow University because he had been “disappointed,” which did not prevent him from later becoming one of the most famous Russian authors in the world. 

Having wiped his nose with a sleeve and trying to clear his head of unnecessary thoughts, Anton walked to the subway station.

I need to rest a little, he decided, already imagining himself lying down on the comfortable couch in the apartment of Alan Bitter.

However, a couple of seconds later, the young man got a text message. Having taken the smartphone out of his pocket, Anton did not expect to see anything important. More likely than not, it would be more spam.

But it was not spam. It was a message from Ruben Martinez, the editor-in-chief of the newspaper “New York for Everyone,” where Anton was working.

“Perfect timing,” Fedorsky hissed faintly while opening the message. It was weird that Martinez had sent him a text message because he usually called.

The message could not have been more simple and straightforward; it even confused Anton. “It is urgent that I talk to you, come as soon as possible,” the message read.

Anton sighed heavily and started walking away from the subway station. It would be better to take a cab right now, he decided. This is the first time in three months of work that Martinez had said something was urgent, so it must be truly so.

Having noticed New York’s traditional yellow cab from afar, Anton put his hand forward and called the cab. Simultaneously, the boy thought about how bizarre life can be. Everything had been very calm yesterday and today fate was already galloping forward. And it seemed like this gallop would not slow down...
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Chapter 5: Arrival at Washington
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Otar Kiudo arrived safely at the capital of America. The man had no idea what was waiting for him here and what he would do for the next five – or maybe even more – days. His employer promised to send him a message by lunch today, but the phone was still silent.

Having sat on a bench near the entrance to Reagan airport, which looked like a football stadium, Otar noticed that some people were glancing at him with distrust.

They must think I am a Muslim, Kiudo decided.

Indeed, due to the increase in terrorist attacks, some passengers and guards might be suspicious of a middle-aged man wearing a hijab and waiting for something near the airport.

I should not stay here for long, the man concluded.

In fact, wearing traditional Muslim clothes was also a requirement from the employer, who either decided that Otar was a faithful believer or simply believed that it would be easier for him to move around in hot weather. There was a certain logic in this, because Islam was not the main religion on the Philippines, where he was from, (except on the southern islands of the country) and it was not customary to wear hijabs every day. Even women there tried to wear normal clothes, in order not to stand out in the crowd.

Otar took a deep breath, took his small linen bag where he kept his few things and moved forward. His body was numb and sore from the eight-hour flight. In addition, the man was hungry. It had been almost three days since Otar had had his last meal and now the man needed food because he felt weak and was barely able to stand.

I hope it will soon pass, Kiudo mused while staggering slightly and crouching near a small café near the airport. The weather was very hot today and many people walked in the streets or sat in the café, enjoying fresh juice or ice cream. 

If only I could go into this café, Otar mused hopefully while observing people around him. The man would agree to the cheapest scone and tea, but the only thing he was allowed to ingest right now was water.

Today, on the third day of the fasting, the employer was supposed to send him a text message with a list of things he could start eating. Otar prayed to God that he would receive this message soon, because otherwise his health might be seriously threatened.

He knew first-hand what fast meant and he regularly performed it during the holy month of Ramadan. However, one of the characteristics of Islam fasting was the fact that people were allowed to eat during the night or early in the morning before the sun came out (suhur). Naturally, this strict fasting which the employer had demanded was much more complicated than the one Kiudo was accustomed to and Otar felt that his strength was near its end.

The man got up and walked down the street, trying to look at the people around him as little as possible. Otar’s bag contained few things, a change of clothes, a deodorant and a bottle of mineral water. Kiudo had no idea how it was possible to survive with this set or continue to do anything. However, during the last phone call with the employer, Otar was so determined to fulfil this task and obtain the promised money that he would have agreed to anything at all.

“I assure you that you will not find yourself in any kind of danger during the fulfilment this task,” the employer said. “Think of it as a short, two-week adventure. You will rest and get money at the same time.”

“I am worried about scarce consumption of food,” Otar said in a slightly guilty tone. “Don’t you think that this fasting which you had suggested is a bit... Too long?”

A faint chuckle was audible on the other side of the phone.

“I understand your scepticism, Otar, but believe me, solid benefits for the human organism lie in this fasting. When the time of the fasting reaches its end, you will feel very light and, I dare say, renewed. And the most important thing is that you will be closer to the Lord. That is our purpose.”

Kiudo was lost in thought for a couple of seconds.

“What you mean to say is that this message that you want to convey is related to religion?”

“To an extent,” the employer replied a bit nervously. “It is too early to talk about it. But you will learn everything on your own soon. The most important thing is that you maintain your patience.”

That is something that will definitely come in handy, the thought flashed in Kiudo’s mind.

“By the way, what financial guarantee can you give me?” he asked another question.

“It is a good thing you asked about that. despite the fact that we will communicate from a distance, a credit card with a pin code and a new phone will be delivered to you in a couple of days. I believe that when you see the balance on that account, you will have no more doubts about the seriousness of my intentions.”

Otar choked. So what was the catch? If they give him money in advance, then they will not be able to control him in any way anymore. It did not seem to make any sense...

“There will be one condition, though,” the mechanical voice on the line continued to explain. “You cannot have any money from that account until I tell you so. Otherwise, you will be removed from this task.”

Here is the catch, Otar understood.

The man’s reflections were interrupted by the phone, which had been quiet in his pocket for a long time.

Otar pulled out the smartphone and looked at the screen hopefully. The number was naturally unknown, but the text message had unmistakably been sent by the employer.

“Good day, Otar! I hope you are well. You can eat bread, apples and milk today. Also, please read chapter nine of the book of Ezra by the evening. Thank you in advance.

P.S. Remember that we are on the right path and do not give up. 

Talk to you soon.”

“Do not give up,” Otar repeated. What did he mean by that? Or is it just a simple phrase and nothing more? Some kind of encouragement maybe?

Shaking his head, Kiudo decided to get rid of these thoughts. He should not be looking for a secret meaning in every sentence. It would be much better if he simply did what the instructions said. Otar was looking forward to eating finally. And the Bible? It would have to wait. First he needed to satiate his hunger.

Otar looked around in search for a store and noticed that he was already quite far from Reagan airport. This was not good because this was the first time the man was in Washington and he was not familiar with any street in this city.

Having noticed a newsstand nearby, Otar walked in that direction resolutely. I need a map of the city immediately.

He spoke fluent English, which he knew well since childhood, Otar bought a guide and felt a bit more confident. The man asked the seller where the nearest store was as well. The woman behind the counter replied that it was quite close, he only needed to walk two hundred metres more.

Excellent! Kiudo shone. Life is improving.

He walked forward with a confident step. Along the way, Otar unfolded the map of Washington and tried to determine where was standing. The man did not even suspect that two men in strict black suits were following his closely.
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Chapter 6: The First Important Meeting
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With quick movement of his fingers, Zoram typed the name John Douglas into the browser. The latter was an experienced programmer, but he had had obvious problems with the law recently. The man, who had been working diligently in the largest information companies of the country up to that point, suddenly began to hack important sites for unknown reasons. Moreover, some of these sites belonged to the government.

He is our man, Zoram smiled.

Yesterday, Zoram had received the so-called “signal” or incentive about the first actions his team needed to do in New York from the Master. Since he was the only one who had been blessed by the Dark Master in a special way, he was the only one who was able to receive impulses and commands directly from the Master. He did not need cell phones or the Internet for that. The information poured directly into his consciousness.

So, yesterday Zoram clearly heard and felt who they were looking for. That was the reason why he had asked his assistants to buy notebooks and tablets. They would use the Internet often from now on. It would be something like the “second reality” for them now.

Oddly enough, they it was much easier to come into contact with John Douglas than they thought. Despite the fact that the man had been wanted by the FBI for almost two years now, he had an official and legal site. After a simple registration, anyone could learn the latest information about his hacks. He had hacked many things so the public interest for Douglas was great.

There was a paid subscription on the site, which allowed access to “closed” information, his address, phone number, e-mail and other things. But it was also possible to use the usual input, where there was less data, but quite enough interesting information.

Zoram clicked a few things around the homepage of the site. Percy and Lara were standing behind him since he considered them his best and most useful assistants. Percy was an IT guy and Lara was able to quickly find her way in new situations. And she was very beautiful.

“Write him a message,” Percy pointed out. “Chat is down here.” He pointed to the lower right corner of the website. There really was a small window with an icon for conversation. Zoram clicked on it.

In the window that opened, one was asked to introduce oneself and write a short message. Zoram hesitated a little.

“What should I write?” he asked while rubbing his chin.

“And what do we need from him?” Lara answered his question with another question, raising her eyebrows expressively, like only she knew how to do.

Zoram stood up and walked around his chair slowly.

“We need him personally, we need to meet with him,” he said while thinking over the plan of action.

“I fear that is unlikely,” Percy replied. “If the FBI cannot find this guy, what does that say about us?”

Several people from his team stood behind Zoram now. They were watching what was happening and hoping that they would get assignments. The remaining forty people did all kinds of things. Some of them filled their stomachs with all kinds of delicacies, with which two refrigerators were filled now (Zoram commanded them to buy another one), some of them played games on the tablets and some of them studied the objects in the enormous two-storey mansion. Anyway, most of them were doing something insignificant and that angered Zoram. He wanted all members of his team to serve the Dark Master as quickly as possible instead of being idle as they were now.

“Nothing is impossible for us,” Zoram announced categorically, returning his gaze to Percy.

“We just have to pique his interest in some way,” Lara suggested. “I am sure that he has his sources and informants because he can’t gather all the intelligence himself.”

“Okay, and then what?” Percy asked.

“We could act as a source for a piece of information that is valuable to him. I think he would not refuse that.”

“But would he want to meet in person?” Zoram stretched out the words pensively. He was leaning on the back of the chair and staring into the distance.

Percy grunted.

“Yes, that is an elementary scheme. Almost all unique and dangerous pieces of information are transmitted through insiders directly. To ensure that they get a reward.”

Zoram sat in his chair again as if he had gotten a new impulse for action. The man placed his fingers above the keyboard,

“Okay. Let’s try something like...” he began to type quickly. Sentences appeared in the corner of the screen.

Zoram clicked the send button. He received an answer in a couple of seconds.

“It says that you are being linked with mister Douglas’ assistant for information processing,” Percy said with some excitement in his voice, leaning over the screen.

In the meantime, Zoram wrote another message. “We need to meet mister Douglas personally. Otherwise, we will tell you nothing.”

“Bold move,” Lara remarked, smiling with satisfaction.

“We need to go for broke,” Zoram decided. “We need Douglas like we need air to breathe.”

“But why him exactly?” Percy was suddenly stunned. “There are tonnes of similar hackers in America.”

Lara gave him a reproachful look.

“Percy,” Zoram began slowly, continuing to wait for the message on the site. “You are asking too many questions. But so be it, I will answer them all.” He turned his head and looked at his dark-skinned assistant intently. “Firstly, I and only I decided who we shall contact. And secondly, Douglas is the best at what he does at the moment. And if we get him, we can get the access to any site and any person on this planet. Do you understand what is at stake here?”

“I do,” Percy replied, a little dumbfounded.

“Great.”

Feedback finally appeared in the chat window. Zoram, Lara and Percy came closer to the screen.

“That’s odd...” Lara stretched out the words. “It says that Douglas would like to talk to us first.”

“But how...?” Percy started saying, but stopped himself short.

“IP address,” Zoram said. “They traced our IP. And subsequently our location.”

“But how did they do it so quickly? And how is he planning to...?”

Percy was unable to finish his sentence. The owner’s phone rang somewhere on the other side of the mansion.

“Get the phone!” Zoram barked. “Quickly!”

A middle-aged man rushed to the other end of the room and removed the phone from the stand. Worried, he hurriedly handed it to Zoram.

“I’m listening,” Zoram said. His tone sounded unusually calm and confident. Twenty people encircled him from behind. Everybody attentively listened to learn the essence of the conversation.

“God afternoon,” after a short pause, he heard a reply from the other side of the line. “I was told that you have some information for me.”

“Mister Douglas?” Zoram feigned surprise, even though he knew with whom he was talking.

“Yes. I suggest you do not waste my time. This line might be tapped.”

Zoram rubbed his neck strongly.

“Okay,” he said as delicately as he could. “We have information for you. And it concerns... The United States government.”

There was silence on the other end again.

“Alright,” Douglas finally replied slowly. “What is the nature of this information?”

“It is verified insider information. I am sure it will interest you.”

“Okay. On what resources is this information written?”

Zoram hesitated a little and looked at his assistants. Surprise and uncertainty was expressed on their faces. Zoram realised that he could count only on himself right now.

“A part of it is written on a flash drive. And the other part on a sound recorder,” he said slowly.

He could hear voices on the other side of the line. Douglas was probably consulting one of his men. Half a minute later, which seemed like an eternity to everyone, Zoram heard a reply,

“Okay. I am prepared to meet you once. And that’s it. You are in New York, right?”

“Yes,” Zoram replied briskly, feeling the taste of reward.

“Excellent. Tomorrow, at United Nations Plaza, near the UNICEF office. Three o’clock. Mind you, if I notice even a hint of the police or other ‘third parties,’ our meeting will not take place. You have to be alone, understood?”

Douglas’ voice sounded high-pitched and Zoram thought it was naïve. Maybe he is a good hacker, but he is a bad person, Zoram decided.

“Alright, mister Douglas, I understand. See you tomorrow.”

Having hung up, Zoram exhaled audibly. It was done.

Approving words and comments were audible behind his back. Someone even clapped his hands and the rest supported him.

“Excellent work!”

“We own Douglas now!”

Zoram was showered with generous manifestations of flattery. He mused that that was not bad. A team always rallies when it has a strong leader. And he was that leader. Great and unique Zoram.

Having put his hands behind his head, Zoram closed his eyes. Soon we will rule millions of people on this planet, he daydreamed. And there will not be a single person on this world who would doubt the forces of darkness.
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Chapter 7: Changes at Work
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Anton Fedorsky knocked on the small office of the newspaper “New York for Everyone,” located on 1211 Avenue in Manhattan. He usually went there with a feeling of relief, knowing that he did his job conscientiously and increasing the sales of the obscure newspaper. During several months of working in the publishing house, Anton contributed to the newspaper reaching a complete, hard edition, freely competing with much more popular city newspapers and magazines. All this was because Anton had worked with readers individually.

But about a month ago, things started changing. Anton’s duties remained the same, but his relationship with Ruben Martinez changed. The editor-in-chief began to exercise some caution towards the young co-worker, which had not been there at the beginning of their cooperation.

Sometimes it seemed to Anton that it was all about his additional “duties,” or rather, his personal help to people, which was not in the original contract. However, firstly, Ruben himself approved of Anton working in this way. And secondly, if he did not like Anton’s “methods,” he could have told him much earlier without pussyfooting around and spreading unnecessary stress.

In short, Anton was lost in guessing what was waiting for him behind the threshold of the newspaper office. The young man had a bad feeling, but he associated that with his current condition, subsequent to his decision to leave the university. Having knocked on the door, Anton entered.

“Oh, good afternoon, Anton!” Ruben clapped his hands when he saw his co-worker. However, Fedorsky heard in his voice that his joy was clearly feigned.

“Hello, Ruben.” Anton closed the door. “You sent me a text, saying that we need to talk about something important.”

“That’s true.” Ruben got up from his chair and reached out to open the window. “Winter has been quite warm this year,” he explained. “It has not happened in a long time. It is hard to even call it winter...”

Having noticed Anton’s strict glance, the man stopped talking.

“I’m sorry,” he said slowly. “Sit down, make yourself at home. Our conversation will not be very official because I do not have any complaints about you...”

“Or maybe you do?” Anton raised his eyebrows, surprised at his audacity. He would not allow himself this earlier. That was earlier, Anton mused. Now, after leaving the PhD programme, I have nothing left except for this outlet in the form of helping people.

Ruben put a finger to his lips and walked around the desk which was, as always, filled with papers and old newspaper editions.

“You see, Anton,” he said, “I do not decide on everything in this publishing house. Many things do not depend on my competence. There is also a board of directors who can issue any order and we have to fulfil it. forgive me, but those are the rules in this business. And not only in this one.”

“Ruben, can you be more specific?” Fedorsky was starting to lose his patience, scrolling through various scenarios in his head.

“Yes, of course.” Martinez stopped pacing and froze in his tracks. “In short, the directors want to cut your salary. By a lot.”

Anton coughed.

“Why would they do that?” he was indignant. “And by how much?”

“By half,” Martinez said clearly like he was announcing the price of a product in a store.

“But... What motivated them to do that?”

“The fact that the activity in which you are engaged is not quite... Legal. And it could be dangerous; our entire newspaper could simply be closed.”

“Wait, what is the big deal?” Fedorsky was surprised. “I am only helping people.”

Martinez spread his hands,

“It is odd for me as well but, at the same time, I can understand the directors. If you were helping people on your own without being connected to the newspaper, then there would be no problems. That is your right. But in our case, various rumours may arise in various circles of the public. Only God knows what that might lead to.”

Yes, only He knows everything, Aton chuckled.

Silence reigned in the room for a full minute. Every man was lost in his own thoughts, but both felt like scapegoats in their situations. They were both suddenly showered with blows, although there were absolutely no prerequisites for that.

“But... I can still talk to our readers and visit their homes?” Anton looked at Ruben hopefully.

Martinez clasped his fingers and put his hands on the table. It did not slip Anton’s attention that the editor-in-chief gained a lot of weight lately. He wondered what the reason was. Was it merely stress or maybe something else?

“Yes, I think that is still possible, but not to such an extent as before,” Ruben answered his question.

“Which means?”

“The management has asked me to minimize all actions that go beyond our duties.”

A tense pause hung in the air. Anton was thinking about Martinez’ words, but he was unable to comprehend or accept them. The boy felt like a boxer who had been knocked down with a direct hit. He had suffered a knockdown in the Furman Hall at the NYU. And now he suffered a knockout.

“Okay, Ruben, I understand,” Anton said quietly, as if accepting the inevitable.

Martinez sighed and sat back down in his chair.

“Anton, you have to see that this is not the end of the world,” he started gently. “The management might moderate the rules in the future and you could continue your work as before.”

“But I don’t want to wait for some kind of future!” Anton almost shouted out. “I might never come.” The boy tousled his hair and slightly lowered his tone upon seeing the dumbfounded face of the editor-in-chief. Martinez had never seen Anton this upset. He always tried to control himself in all situations, but now... Something obviously strange was happening.

Martinez blushed and lowered his head. The man looked visibly ashamed. Having spread his hands, he wanted to say something, but then he changed his mind.

“Forgive me, Ruben, I need to leave the publishing house,” Anton said while turning to the door. “I understand you had nothing to do with this and I don’t blame you for anything... There are limits to everything. I need to do this.”

Martinez approached Anton, sighed heavily and put his hand on Anton’s shoulder.

“Anton, you are very talented. Please, don’t make any rash decisions. I am sure that the management’s reaction was most likely hasty. Very soon, they will change their minds and you...”

“No, Ruben,” Anton interrupted him abruptly and freed his shoulder from his hand. Being with Martinez suddenly became unbearable and he wanted to go out into the street as quickly as possible. “I will not be some piece of rag that you can use and toss aside. I have made up my mind. And that’s it.”

Without turning back, Anton walked out of the office and into the corridor and briskly went away. Having stood in confusion for some time, Ruben grunted and slowly returned to his desk. Having straightened the papers, he checked the tightness of his tie. Then he took out his cell phone and dialled a number he had already memorized.

“Mister Cher?” Martinez said.

“Yes, I’m listening,” someone replied on the other side of the line.

“Our conversation has just ended.” Ruben paused, thinking what to say next. He rubbed his chin. “He refused the pay cut. The boy is more impressionable than we thought.”

“What happened in the end?” the man on the other side of the line asked Ruben strictly.

Martinez started rotating a ballpoint pen in his hands.

“He wanted to leave the publishing house,” he said, not too confidently.

There was silence for a couple of seconds. Then the strict voice spoke again,

“That is not terrible. We can hire any boy from the street in his stead. And pay him three times less for the same job.” The man’s tone suddenly became casual and calm. “The most important thing is that the threat of him wanting to aim somewhere higher has been removed.”

Ruben turned around in his chair and looked out the window.

“I really don’t think that he had any similar thoughts... He was simply doing his job and it suited him.”

“Everything suits him right now!” the man shouted abruptly. “And we cannot know what he will want in six months. Believe me, Ruben, the publishing house is better off without experimenters. The media is crawling with rumours about our newspaper even without that...” The man lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “Allegedly, we are using unconventional methods when working with clients.”

Martinez lowered his head and cleared his throat. After all, he had been the one who fervently recommended Anton as an employee of “New York for Everyone.” But how could he have known that Fedorsky would be such a headstrong guy?

“Okay, mister Cher, I understand.” Ruben decided to change the topic of conversation from himself and reach a compromise. “Judging by his behaviour today, it is unlikely that he would return here. Well, except for the paperwork.” Martinez briefly laughed at his own joke. “Shall I start looking for a new employee?”

“No, just keep working, be at peace and do not worry about anything. We can find the courier whenever.”

“Okay, I understand,” Ruben replied with a smile and put his feet on his desk. It was time for the most important question. “What do you say about... My promotion?”

“You want to be closer to me and mister Hodgson?” the man laughed.

Martinez did not appreciate the joke.

“No, I simply meant...”

“Relax, we will let you know the minute we know something. In any case, we need some time to prepare all your documents. But believe me, you becoming the third member of the board of directors is just a matter of time.”

Ruben’s smile got even broader and he leaned back in his chair. The latest news pleased him.

“Okay, mister Cher. You can’t even imagine how grateful I am to you.”

“Not at all, Ruben,” he heard a good-natured reply. “Quid pro quo. Fair is fair.”

“I am always happy to help.”

Having said goodbye to mister Cher, Martinez hung up, relaxed and put his hands behind his head.

Indeed, quid pro quo, he mused. I neutralised the threat that Fedorsky posed to the publishing house and now I will get a chair on the board of directors. I will be the youngest of the three directors, Ruben smiled mentally.

A while back, he felt remorse about Anton, but now he was convinced that he had done the right thing.

In any case, Fedorsky has only himself to blame, Martinez continued with his arguments. It was not necessary to take the initiative. Sooner or later, the management would not like it. it was simply the time to gather your things, Anton.

Ruben took his feet off the desk and walked over to the coffee machine in the corner. A cup of strong espresso would be perfect.
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Chapter 8: A Kind Stranger
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Otar Kiudo took a bite of his apple with pleasure and closed his eyes. After three days of fasting, all food seemed divine. He even pitied that he cannot enjoy food every day as much as he was enjoying it now. So many wonderful sensations are lost because of it...

The man was sitting in a very strange place. However, for most Americans, this place was one of their favourites – Jefferson Memorial. Otar hired a cab in the airport area and asked the driver to take him to the nearest landmark. The taxi driver advised him to visit the memorial of the USA founding father. It was close and tourists were clearly interested in it.

Without a doubt, Otar was amazed by the beauty of this magnificent building, but he was so focused on eating that he did not pay any attention to the multitude of tourists passing by him. They scurried without stopping, pointed to the statue of the founding father and took pictures of themselves.

Several tourist groups passed Otar. Their guides described the process of laying the architectural structure in great detail. Without even listening to the guides’ words, Kiudo had already managed to remember the fundamental moment in the history of this memorial. The construction began in 1939 and ended in 1943. John Pope was the architect. Before that, he had designed the National Archives Building and a part of the National Gallery of Art. Many guides also emphasised that the memorial was included in the National Register of Historic Places in 1966.

That is all fine, but whatever his merits may be, Jefferson had long gone down in history. And very soon, I will probably be able to write another page in the history of the world, Otar was thinking while taking a bite of scone and a sip of milk. He really wanted to disobey the instructions he had gotten today and buy food he wanted to eat. However, he restrained himself at the last moment and bought bread, milk and apples, as it was stated in the text message.

When he finished his apple, Otar sighed, threw the core into a plastic bag and stared at the Tidal Basin. The entrance to the memorial overlooked the Basin. The water was very calm; it was ruffled by rolling waves only occasionally. Seagulls were flying in the distance. Voices and negotiations of tourists were audible around it all the time, but the many paid them no attention. On the contrary, they had a calming effect on him.

The weariness of the last three days, interrupted sleep and strict fasting had their affect – Otar felt fatigued. He wanted to turn into a seagull and just fly, fly, fly... Fly without a care.

Kiudo’s eyelids closed. The man jerked, losing his balance and painfully hitting his spine on the step above him. Shaking his head, he tried to get a grip of himself.

No, now is not the time to relax, Otar said to himself firmly. Soon everything will end. I just need to finish this task. This goddamn task...

In order not to fall asleep again, Kiudo straightened up and stretched his back. Having straightened out his hijab and shawl, he glanced at his watch. It was four o’clock in the afternoon. The sun had already started to set; it will soon be evening.

I wonder where I will sleep, the man asked himself.

Indeed, the employer had said nothing about that in his message. Maybe that was his way of letting Otar choose for himself. Maybe that meant he was allowed to use the credit card to get a room in a hotel?

That would be nice, Kiudo smiled. The only thing he wanted at the moment was to find a warm bed soon and take a shower since he had not done that in the last three days (not counting the brief washing he had done in the toilet of the plane):

The wind pleasantly caressed Otar’s face. The peaceful atmosphere around him made him think.

And who is this employer really? Kiudo was thinking. A businessman? A politician?

In fact, he could be just about anyone. Even a fanatic of different kinds of artefacts, one of which was probably in Otar’s pocket right now.

Kiudo touched his chin and paced back and forth. Alright, but how did he find me? The man was perplexed. Was it just a coincidence or did he follow me consistently and for a long time? Has he compared me with other “candidates?” And perhaps there is a whole organisation... Bu then, who are they? And how did they get so rich?

Having taken the shawl off his head and combed his hair, which was already greasy, back, Otar sat down on the stairs again. He was already tired of guessing. There was one thing he knew for sure. His sixth sense told him that he could trust the employer (and subsequently, his organisation if he belonged to one).

But, at the same time, that trust was not mutual. The employer (or employers) were using Otar as a pawn in their unintelligible game. And anything could be hidden in that game...

Shuddering from the thought that he might be involved in some criminal activities, Kiudo shook his head. No, everything will be fine, he said to himself firmly while starting to pray to Allah mechanically.

After a short prayer, Otar remembered that the employer had asked him to read the book of Ezra today. The stairs of the memorial were starting to clear up so he took a new copy of the Bible from his bag. He had received it a few weeks back in the mail.

Having touched the binding with his palm, the man caught himself thinking that he had never read this sacred book in his thirty-two years. He regularly studied the Qur’an, knew several passages by heart and loved to flash his erudition in the company of friends by uttering some abstruse quote.

Everything was more complicated with the Bible. Despite the extreme prevalence of this book in the Philippines, Kiudo hardly leafed through it. He simply did not think it was necessary. He was a Muslim and firmly adhered to the principles laid down in the Qur’an. He did not want to obtain additional morals from Christianity.

Amazed at the circumstances under which he became acquainted with this great sacred scripture, Otar hurriedly opened the book and found the table of contents. So, what book do I need to read? Ezra, chapter nine.

Having found the desired page, the man began to read. At first, he did not understand anything; the language seemed too difficult and congested with an abundance of ancient words. However, Otar made an effort and continued to read. It was not for nothing that I had been advised to read this chapter. It needs to have some kind of a meaning. Maybe I can find at least a small hint of what my job is about in this chapter...

Inspired by his own reasoning, Kiudo glared at the Christian text. The first few words were really, truly confusing and it was difficult to understand them. But Otar’s interest for the narrative started to grow as he read on.

“They have taken some of their daughters as wives for themselves and their sons, and have mingled the holy race with the peoples around them. And the leaders and officials have led the way in this unfaithfulness.

When I heard this, I tore my tunic and coat, pulled hair from my head and beard and sat down appalled. Then everyone who trembled at the words of the God of Israel gathered around me because of this unfaithfulness of the exiles. And I sat there appalled until the evening sacrifice.

Then, at the evening sacrifice, I rose from my self-abasement, with my tunic and coat torn, and fell on my knees with my hands spread out to the Lord my God and prayed:

‘I am too ashamed and disgraced, my God, to lift up my face to you, because our sins are higher than our heads and our guilt has reached to the heavens.’”

In a surprising way, Kiudo compared himself to the prophet Ezra, who was addressing the Lord in these lines and asked him for guidance and forgiveness for his people. Otar was impressed by this prophet’s honesty and devotion to God. “I pulled hair from my head and beard and sat down appalled.” The Filipino read these words a couple of times, waiting for their meaning to settle in his mind. 

For some reason, Otar felt sad. He was thinking about his own life, his deeds and sins (he had committed many). Of course, Kiudo regularly went to confession and did not consider himself a hardened sinner, but it seemed to him that this was not about sins per se, but about the focus of his life. Otar now realised that this focus never had a solid foundation and, quite possibly, it had been completely wrong from the very beginning...

Trying to get rid of these vague conjectures, the Filipino thought about the envelope in the pocket of his trousers. He inadvertently thought that there might be something terrible inside it. “This information could change the world,” the man remembered the conversation with his employer. What if the enveloped contained something really important and compromising? It was absolutely possible. Kiudo was not sure of anything anymore.

Lowering his head over the Bible once again, he continued to read,

“‘Though we are slaves, our God has not forsaken us in our bondage. He has shown us kindness in the sight of the kings of Persia: He has granted us new life to rebuild the house of our God and repair its ruins, and he has given us a wall of protection in Judah and Jerusalem.

But now, our God, what can we say after this? For we have forsaken the commands you gave through your servants the prophets when you said: ‘The land you are entering to possess is a land polluted by the corruption of its peoples. By their detestable practices they have filled it with their impurity from one end to the other.’”

It is polluted by the corruption of its peoples... They have filled it with their impurity from one end to the other... Otar kept repeating this sentences to himself. It tightly lodged in his brain and slowly, monotonously drilled through his entire consciousness, his entire essence.

“It is polluted by impurity,” Otar repeated out loud. A thought appeared in his head, which seemed important to him. However, this thought escaped him and he was unable to catch it.

Kiudo began to massage his temples and closed the Bible. Perhaps he had had enough of spiritual food for one day.

Having raised his head, Otar was surprised to see that it was already late in the evening. What time is it? His watch read six-thirty. It was high time he found a place to sleep tonight. He needed to find out where the nearest hotel was. Otar genuinely hoped that the employer would not mind if he paid for the hotel with the credit card. At least that would be fair. I have been through enough already.

Almost all tourists were gone. Several young people were left inside the memorial, standing next to the statue of Jefferson and taking pictures with their phones. Kiudo decided that they were also tourists and they did not know their way around the city either. So whom should he ask about the hotel?

“Are you waiting for someone?” Otar suddenly heard a voice behind him.

Having turned around sharply, he saw a short old man with a long grey beard. He looked a lot like Confucius, only shorter.

“Forgive me, I need help,” Otar said apologetically.

“Really?” the old man raised his eyebrows.

“Yes. I don’t know my way around the city and I need to find a place to sleep. Where is the nearest hotel?”

The old man looked at Otar attentively. He seemed to be trying to scan Otar’s entire body at once and find both the advantages and disadvantages of his character. The Filipino felt out of place. Having decided that the old man would not going to answer him, Otar forced a smile and made a slight movement, preparing to leave.

However, at that moment, the face of the old man suddenly changed. He smiled broadly with his thin lips and touched Otar’s shoulder.

“I could recommend a hotel, but I can see that you are a good man. So I would like to invite you to my home. I have enough space and I will find you a place to sleep,” he beamed again and winked. “If you don’t mind, of course.”

Otar was clearly not expecting such a turn of events,

“Um, thank you very much, you are very kind,” he mumbled, dumbfounded.

The old man turned around and gestured towards the memorial’s exit.

“Go ahead then. By the way, are you hungry? I made a roasted duck and doughnuts for lunch today. I also have great tea. Will you keep me company?”

Otar felt his stomach gurgle. He was already preparing to say “yes,” when he remembered the text message with the scarce list of products he was allowed to eat today. Naturally, duck and doughnuts were nowhere to be found on that list.

“Thank you, but... I am not hungry,” Kiudo said quietly.

The old man smiled gently and sighed. The top of his head barely reached Otar’s chest.

“That’s okay.” Heading down the alley along the memorial, the old man almost did not look around and slowly, but surely walked forward. Otar concluded that the man had lived in Washington for a long time and maybe he had even been born here. “My house is close,” the old man said after looking at the Filipino warmly one more time. “Want to take a cab or shall we walk?”

“As you wish,” Kiudo spread his hands. He did not care how and where he was going as long as a shower and a warm bed were waiting for him.

“Okay, then let’s take a cab. I forgot to introduce myself; my name is Takihuro. Takihuro Seiji.” The man stretched out a small thin hand. “What is your name?”

“Otar Kiudo.”

The men shook hands.

“Otar, I can see that you are very educated and interesting person. And if this is your first time in Washington, then you must be here on some important business. Am I right?”

“To an extent, yes,” the Filipino replied cautiously. He did not want to talk about the reason why he had come to the USA.

Takihuro’s eyes narrowed and he turned to Otar.

“Can you tell me about it? I like strange stories very much.”

The men turned onto a busy street and leisurely walked towards the bridge connecting two islands. Otar hesitated, not knowing how to reply. He could lie, but he did not like doing that. moreover, the man offered him to stay in his house and lying to him would not be the very best beginning of a friendship. So what should he say?

“It is a long story,” Kiudo sighed, having decided to start from afar.

Takihuro laughed.

“Believe me, the ability to wait is in my blood.”

Otar walked silently, thinking about his stupid and confusing position. And not just now, for the last two weeks as well. From the moment when he had agreed to perform the task.

If I only knew why I was here, he mused helplessly.
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Chapter 9: Welcome to the World of Big Money
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Zoram arrived at the meeting with John Douglas twenty minutes before the appointed time and stood in a dark coat in front the enormous UNICEF building, looking around. The passers-by paid no attention to the man dressed in black. Zoram had dark sunglasses in the inner pocket of his coat, but he decided not to put them on for now. It is possible he would want to use them during the meeting.

However, Douglas had still not arrived. Zoram speculated on how he would arrive. Would he be alone or would he have security with him? Would he arrive in a nondescript car or in a bulletproof truck? Zoram grinned. It did not matter how and under what conditions their meeting would begin. In any case, he will play by my rules, Zoram assured himself.

Having taken a couple of steps along the enormous UNICEF building made from dark glass, Zoram put his hands in the pockets of his coat and lowered his head slightly. Many cars drove past him, but he paid no attention to them. However, a dark BMW stopped fifteen metres behind him and Zoram immediately noticed that. the windows were tinted and it was impossible to see what was happening inside or how many people were in the car.

Now they will wait a little, make sure that I am alone and then approach, Zoram reasoned to himself while continuing to have his back turned to the BMW.

That was exactly how it happened. A few minutes later, the dark sedan pulled up to the left of Zoram and stopped gently. The first door window quickly lowered and a face of a beefy man wearing glasses with a thin metal frame appeared.

“Did you make an appointment with mister Douglas?” he asked succinctly.

Zoram turned to him silently and nodded.

“He is waiting for you,” the stocky man said dryly. “Have a seat in the back. You have five minutes to talk.”

Zoram walked around the car and opened the back door. He took a seat inside and looked around. there was only one man in the backseat of the car, to Zoram’s surprise. He gave a brief sign to his stocky driver and the separator rose between the front and back seat.

“Now we will not be overheard,” the man said and looked at Zoram attentively.

One could see at first glance that this man was rich. Very rich. Which meant that he was exactly the person Zoram needed. He was not mistaken about Douglas.

John was dressed in light-blue suit jacket and orange shirt. He did not wear a tie. He wore jeans and leather loafers without socks. The bridge of his nose was adorned by glasses with thick, but high-quality glass.

He looked at Zoram and began to beat his fingers rhythmically on the back of the front seat.

“So, what is your business with me?” he asked almost challengingly.

Zoram was sitting with his coat unbuttoned, feeling completely relaxed. He crossed his arms on his chest.
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