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He heard the helicopter before the others did — and he wasn’t surprised.

Rust flaked off under the needles of the pneumatic gun in thick reddish clumps, settling on the deck like withered petals. Steve — that was what they called him here, among the holds and the low latitudes, though his passport said simply Steven — guided the needles along the welded seam with movements measured by years of habit. The work didn’t require thought. Only hands, shoulder, steady breath in time with the vibration of the tool.

Two months into the voyage, he’d already scoured half the port side — again, the third or fourth time in his career, because the sea never recognizes finished work. Beside him, closer to the hold, a Filipino named Dino was whistling something Steve had never learned the name of, pausing now and then to wipe sweat from his forehead with the back of his glove. Further off, by the winch, the Greek bosun swore good-naturedly at a young Bangladeshi sailor who’d tangled his knots for the third time.

An ordinary morning. An ordinary watch.

The sound didn’t cut through the scraping right away — first it just got in the way, then it grew too insistent, too close to be engine noise.

A helicopter.

The sailors around him lifted their heads. Someone swore, someone shielded their eyes — at this latitude, helicopters don’t drop in for no reason, unless something’s gone wrong: a fire on a nearby ship, a man overboard, an engine-room accident nobody knew about yet. Dino stopped whistling. The bosun fell silent mid-word.

Steve didn’t have to guess.

The gun slipped from his fingers and thudded dully against the deck. A smile spread across his face — the first one of the whole voyage. Not a happy smile. A relieved one — the kind worn by people who’ve held their breath underwater a long time and finally broken the surface.

He’d been waiting for this longer than he was ready to admit even to himself. He’d counted the weeks, first out loud, then silently, then stopped counting altogether, because counting had started to feel like its own form of the very fear he’d come out here to escape.

While the others craned their necks at the sky, he looked the other way — toward nothing but water all the way to the horizon. The sun was setting low, painting the wave crests a dull bronze. The clouds on the horizon stood in a motionless ridge, as if someone had drawn them with a single line and forgotten to erase it. The water here was different from the water in port: heavy, almost glass-like. It simply breathed, rising and falling along the hull, indifferent to the helicopter, to the men on deck, to everything that was happening in human lives above its surface.

He needed a second.

Maybe the last second in which he was still just a sailor, chipping rust between two holds — a man with no past longer than the watch he’d just finished. Not the one with ten years behind him. Three countries. A marriage he’d had to erase from every document for safety’s sake. And a number with four zeros that had once turned upside down everything he thought he knew about money, trust, and what a human mistake actually costs.

Dino touched his shoulder — not asking, just companionably, with the gesture sailors use to say goodbye to someone they don’t expect to see again.

“That for you?” he asked, nodding at the helicopter, which was already banking into its turn.

“Looks like it.”

“Lucky.” Dino grinned, gap-toothed. “Though you were always a strange one for a plain sailor.”

He didn’t answer. Not because there was nothing to say, but because any answer would have taken longer than he had.

It had all started much quieter. With the noise of a port in the Japanese city of Nagoya, where an eighteen-year-old kid stepped ashore for the first time in his life, after a long crossing from America.
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Chapter 1. Nagoya, 2010
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He stood at the gangway, afraid to blink — not from fear, but so as not to miss a single second. The port unfolded before him like something out of a film: cranes biting into the dusk with their lattice silhouettes, lights shattering across the oily water by the pier, unfamiliar signs, air that smelled of salt and spice at once. The first real shore of his sailor’s life.

Someone cleared their throat behind him. The first mate — a dry, taciturn man who’d run this route for fifteen years — held out a folded banknote covered in characters he couldn’t read.

“Just in case,” he said. “And remember: whatever they offer you to try in your first foreign port, agree to less than they’re offering. At least the first time.”

The advice sounded like a joke. Steven would remember it two years later, for an entirely different reason.

He didn’t have much money — just what a cadet’s budget allowed, plus the first mate’s banknote — so he walked wherever his eyes led him. The streets wound between low houses with paper lanterns at their doors, bicycle bells rang more often behind him than car horns rang ahead, and signs in the Latin alphabet turned up less often than he’d hoped — he had to learn to read the city by pictures and gestures.

By a small shrine wedged between two apartment buildings, he stopped longer than he’d meant to — watching an elderly woman methodically, unhurriedly, waving incense smoke over a statue he couldn’t have named, and he suddenly caught himself thinking that for the first time in his life he genuinely didn’t understand what was happening around him, and the feeling wasn’t frightening but almost intoxicating — as if the whole world had grown bigger overnight than he’d thought it was yesterday.

At one of the stalls he ran into two guys who looked like local kids his own age: one loud, an obvious ringleader; the other quieter, keeping to himself, standing a little behind, like someone used to giving his friend the spotlight.

“First time in Japan?” the loud one asked in broken English, eyeing his uniform. “Shows a mile away.”

“That obvious?”

“You’re standing like you’re afraid the ground’s about to shift under you.” He laughed and held out his hand. “Hiroshi. And this is Kenji — he’s shy about introducing himself first.”

“Not true,” Kenji objected at once, though without much heat, as if the argument were old and familiar. “I’m just not in a hurry.”

The conversation flowed easily after that — through broken English, gestures, and shared laughter at the misunderstandings. It turned out both were university students, both loved some local rock band Steven had never heard of, and both were equally baffled as to why a grown man would voluntarily choose to spend months living in an iron box in the middle of the ocean.

“For this,” Steven said, gesturing at the port, the lights, the very fact that he was here at all, on the other side of the world. “For what I’m looking at right now.”

Hiroshi looked at him like he was slightly crazy, but approvingly so.

“There’s a festival here tomorrow,” he said, waving toward the square. “National one. Come.”

They agreed to meet at the same spot, if he could arrange to swap his watch shift.

That evening, back on the ship, he couldn’t sleep for a long time — sharing the day’s impressions with the old hands, waving his arms like he was trying to redraw the whole evening in the air. They just laughed, remembering themselves at the same age — eighteen and stunned by their first real shore.

“It’ll pass,” someone from the engine crew said, not looking up from his cards. “Ten ports from now it’ll all look the same.”

Steven didn’t believe it then. And, as it would turn out, he was right not to.

The next day, free from his watch, he hurried to the meeting spot, nearly forgetting to eat lunch. Hiroshi and Kenji were waiting at the same stall — already holding out three skewers of yakitori, pressing one into his hand before he’d even managed to say hello.

“Eat first, talk later,” Hiroshi commanded. “You can’t send a guest away hungry — it’s an insult to the ancestors.”

“He’s making up the ancestors part,” Kenji clarified at once. “He just likes giving orders.”

In the lull between rows of stalls, while Kenji haggled with a vendor over a pair of knockoff sunglasses, Hiroshi suddenly turned serious — a rarity for him.

“You know what I actually want?” he asked, looking somewhere over the crowd. “Not a sports car. Not money. I want someone to remember, twenty years from now, that I existed at all. Not as a name on paperwork. For real.”

“Bit dark for a guy in the middle of a festival.”

“Just honest.” Hiroshi shrugged, and a second later his usual carefree look was back on his face, as though he’d startled himself with his own seriousness. “Forget I said it. Let’s go eat, before Kenji buys us all fake Gucci glasses.”

The festival unfolded around the square in waves: somewhere a taiko drum pounded, somewhere something sizzled on a grill until the smoke stung his eyes, somewhere the crowd parted for a procession of painted masks, children in yukata ran between the stalls with candy on sticks, and off to one side an old man sold paper cranes, folding them right in front of his customers — fast, without a single wasted motion, as if his fingers remembered it better than his mind did. Steven tried to take it all in at once and ended up remembering none of it clearly — too fast, too much, too unlike anything he’d seen before.

At the next row of stalls they sold cotton candy in colors so neon that Kenji flatly refused to try it, suspecting a catch, until Hiroshi forced a whole stick into his hands — and was rewarded with the sight of his usually composed friend smearing half his cheek pink, trying to bite off too big a piece.

“We’ve got festivals back in Odessa too,” he said, once he’d caught his breath for a second. “But not like this. We just get drunk on the waterfront.”

“Then today we combine traditions,” Hiroshi said, delighted. “Festival and getting drunk. Excellent cultural program.”

He agreed without a second thought: his watch shift was already covered, the whole city was theirs for the taking.

A car pulled up beside them — dark, neat, without a single unnecessary detail, the kind of car whose owner had deliberately chosen to be inconspicuous. Hiroshi said it was his older brother — he’d give them a ride to the café. Nothing strange about it. None of the three of them had any idea who was actually behind the wheel.

The elder brother held himself calm, almost detached — the kind of person whose silence takes up more room than other people’s words — until Hiroshi started gushing to his companions about what a genius his brother was.

“You really think money you can’t touch is going to be worth anything?” Steven asked, more out of politeness than interest.

The driver looked at him in the rearview mirror longer than the question warranted.

“What’s gold worth if you can’t eat it?” he said at last. “Value is just what enough people believe in at the same time. People believed in seashells. They believed in paper with kings’ faces on it. I just removed the middleman from that belief — the bank that decided for you how much your money was worth and when you were allowed to spend it.”

“And if there’s no middleman — who decides then?”

“Everyone and no one at once.” He slowed at the curb, though there was no need to, the thought itself seeming to demand a stop. “That’s the most terrifying thing for some people and the most honest thing for others. Depends which side you’re standing on.”

“So why create new money at all, if we already have dollars, euros, yen?” Steven asked, straining to hold onto the thread of the conversation, which kept slipping away faster than he could follow it.

“Because the dollar has an owner — one country. The euro — a union of countries. The yen — its own. And each of those owners can decide, one day, to print more, freeze accounts, close a border to transfers. I wanted money whose owner is only mathematics. It doesn’t care what country you’re in, what passport you carry, whether a bank has ever screwed you over.”

“Sounds like money with no homeland.”

“Exactly. The first truly homeless money in history.” He smiled at his own metaphor, for the first time in the conversation without the seriousness that had held his face until then. “Maybe that’s why it’ll take root faster in places where people don’t have much of a homeland left either.”

“And what if everyone just decides to print themselves more of these coins of yours?” Steven asked, half joking now.

“They can’t. There are exactly twenty-one million of them, and not one coin more — built into the system from day one, like the size of the universe, something you can’t change by voting.” He looked at Steven in the rearview mirror. “That’s the whole honesty of it: ordinary money can be printed in whatever quantity the person holding the printing press needs. This can’t. Never. For anyone. Not even for me.”

“And which side are you standing on?” Steven asked.

The driver was quiet before answering, weighing whether it was worth sharing with an eighteen-year-old sailor he was meeting for the first and last time in his life.

“The side where it’s frightening,” he said finally. “But that doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

“And what will you do once it actually works?” Steven couldn’t help asking.

“Me? Nothing special.” He paused, genuinely surprised by his own answer. “The man who invented fire isn’t obligated to watch over every campfire lit from it. My part is to light it. The rest will be done by thousands of people I’ll never meet, each for their own reason: some out of greed, some out of faith, some simply because they don
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