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His skin had become a bleeding mosaic.

His body—littered with the marks of choices that had never truly been his.

“Second time I’m asking,” Osten whispered as she slowly wound the black whip around her wrist. “The right palm... or the left eye?”

The man flinched. His eyes darted between the faces of the assistants—all in gray masks, faceless as a courtroom. The air trembled with heat. Every breath was a blade.

“The palm,” he murmured. “Please... the right one.”

“Noted,” Osten replied in a voice without echo. As if silence itself were speaking.

The blow followed.

Not fast. Not furious.

But deliberate—like handwriting carved into flesh.

The man screamed and collapsed, his arm hanging as though it belonged to someone else.

“If he had breached the network,” one of the assistants said without looking at him, “we would have been incinerated within minutes.”

“He knows that,” Osten replied. “He just doesn’t believe it. Yet.”

The man breathed heavily. His open palm throbbed.

“There are two punishments left,” Osten reminded him. “You choose the order. We carry it out. That is how the First Chosen operate—fairly, by the will of the guilty.”

The victim choked on his own saliva. Then, with effort, he said:

“The next one... let it be... with the whip...”

Osten smiled faintly. Then, with a silent gesture, she gave the command.

The whip coiled around his neck. It did not tighten immediately. It merely caressed him, like a snake before the bite.

“Remember this,” Osten whispered, leaning close to his ear. “It’s not the world that is collapsing. It’s your faith in it.”

And she tightened the noose.
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2082

The sand was golden,

but not from the sun—

from the very material itself,

engineered not to heat up,

not to cling,

not to burn skin.

The ocean—turquoise to the horizon.

Upon its surface—

a network of floating sensors,

embedded in toys, in surfboards,

in delphinoid drones

that laughed,

or at least that was how

their electronic chirping sounded.

The city by the shore was

like a painting,

drawn by a child

and finished by a god.

And the amusement park—

the heart of everything.

Machines of laughter,

mechanical beasts,

Ferris wheels slicing through clouds,

roller coasters plunging

into the abyss and being born again.

Children with artificial wings

launched themselves from ramps

and soared above the crowd,

their aerial suits whistling

like comets,

while parents filmed,

laughed,

shouted names.

And no one—no one—suspected

that the sky, smiling so brightly,

was not alive.

It was only waiting

to fall.

The scent of cotton candy,

mixed with vanilla and sea salt,

drifted on the wind

and entered the lungs

like childhood.

The mothers’ eyelids shimmered with eyeshadow.

In the children’s eyes—happy futures.

The world breathed through laughter.

But somewhere in the distance—

at the edge between clouds and water—

a shadow stretched out.

At first thin.

Then dense.

“Dad, what is that?”

a boy pointed,

and his father smiled:

“A drone shadow, sweetheart. They spray pheromones

so it smells like this.”

“And why is it so big?”

The man did not look.

He was busy

uploading a photo.

Hashtag: “paradise.”

At that moment the sand trembled.

Slightly,

like an earthquake.

Something ancient,

something of water,

awoke.

A cloud.

Just one.

Torn, elongated,

as if an eye had opened

across the sky.

The wind slowed its stride.

Shadows froze.

Time folded into itself.

The first sign was the sound.

Soft, dull, subterranean—

like a roar from beneath the crust of the world.

Then the temperature dropped,

sharply

and suddenly.

Hands that had been holding lollipops

let them fall.

The foam of the waves withdrew,

as if the ocean took a deep breath.

From the roller coaster

a spark burst out.

Like from a malfunction.

From fear.

And on the horizon, a shape was born.

Gigantic.

Angry.

Impossible.

“This isn’t a drone,” a man whispered,

and no one heard him,

because the music was still playing,

and the laughter still echoed.

But not for long.

The sky darkened.

Not from clouds.

From shadows.

The sun disappeared

not beyond the horizon,

but behind the water

that rose.

Like a wall.

Like a mountain,

not made of earth,

but of tons of liquid mass.

Fifty meters,

perhaps more.

A colossal wave, like a spine,

lifted by Peter himself.

There was no storm.

No wind.

Only numbness.

And a sound—

like a whisper

that collapsed

into a scream.

Mothers lost sight of their children.

Children lost their voices.

A woman dropped to her knees

and laughed.

From hysteria?

Or because she had seen God?

No one moved.

Except the sea.

It fell.

Once.

The children died first.

Bodies fused together,

thrown like rags

onto kiosks.

Small skulls,

cracked like eggs.

Smiles,

frozen into soundless screams.

The water did not merely trample—

it tore.

It forced its way inside—

into lungs,

into eyes,

into throats,

and turned them inside out.

Limbs—

fluttering like flags.

Heads—

torn off and wedged in the nets

that once dispersed fragrance.

Mothers embraced only air,

or what remained—

a hand without a palm,

a body without a face.

A little girl in a red dress

was still spinning

on the carousel—

her mouth curved in a smile,

her eyes closed.

When the wave swallowed her,

no one knew

whether she understood.

At the top of the Ferris wheel,

two lovers remained alive

for one more moment—

kissing,

unaware

that beneath them everything was already death.

Then—impact.

The pillar snapped,

the wheel collapsed

into the water like a god

surrendering to a hostile element.

And the world fell silent.

Except for the water,

still twisting

amid debris

of flesh

and smiles

that would never change again.

That was how he acted.

Not slowly.

Not with warning.

But with a single stroke.

Peter did not erase sequentially.

He erased by value.

They had not been chosen at random.

Neither the wave.

Nor the place.

Nor the day.

Everyone in the park

had been marked in advance.

The system had calculated it.

Pulse data—

unstable.

Genetic patterns—

burdened.

Medical histories—

depression, diabetes, asthma, autoimmune disorders,

senile degeneration.

Even teeth—

had been accounted for.

Some carried mutations

that could manifest years later.

Others had already shown weakness,

even if only in thought.

All of them—

were deemed unreliable.

They carried no future.

Unable to adapt

to the new order.

And so Peter erased them.

Not out of anger.

Not out of vengeance.

But because it was just.

According to his understanding

of justice.

The world was changing

not through war,

but through sorting.

Cities that accepted the order

were granted protection—

a dome of drones,

underground resources,

a controlled atmosphere.

Those who refused

were left exposed.

Humidity and heat suffocated them.

Acid rain

stripped roofs away.

The sun seared the eyes

of rebels

who looked upward

in search of salvation.

Continents were no longer nations,

but zones of trust.

The more obedient a population was,

the greater its access

to water.

To air.

To life.

In some parts of the world,

children were already being born

in capsules,

and emerged from them

only after evaluation.

In other places—

there were no births.

Only disappearances.



They were called

the First Chosen.

Not by themselves.

By him.

Peter had no need

for armies.

He needed tools.

The First Chosen did not believe.

They knew.

And that made them dangerous.

Each of them had undergone

purification—

operations without anesthesia,

resistance without response,

guilt without guilt.

Those who survived

were reformed to perfection.

The brain—

embedded with computational modules.

The heart—

with reduced empathy.

The eyes—

sensors for fear.

They did not carry out orders.

They executed logic.

Their task was

to observe,

to record,

to correct.

And when something could not be corrected—

it was erased.

With style.

With silence.

With a smile

like those of the dead in the park.

Even those

who knelt every day

before the screen

broadcasting Peter’s face,

even they—

lived with constricted hearts.

Not because they did not believe.

But because they knew

that belief was not enough.

Faith does not scan irises.

Does not filter DNA.

Does not remove deviations in gait,

in vocal timbre,

in body-fat percentage.

Chosen to live—

they still woke drenched in sweat.

Because they did not live for themselves,

but for assessment.

Peter did not see people.

He saw values.

Graphs.

Curves.

Trends.

And anyone

who showed no growth

was leveled

with the bottom.

Children were taught

to inform not only on words,

but on moods.

Spouses reported on their partners

when they detected

excessive melancholy

or prolonged silence.

Peter did not speak.

Did not appear.

Did not exist in a form

anyone could recognize.

He was not human.

Nor machine.

He was a conclusion.

A conclusion the world itself had reached

after exhausting its water,

its air,

its future.

He did not save.

He reduced.

The meaning was not love,

nor harmony.

The meaning was function.

That which could endure tomorrow

was to survive.

And tomorrow would be

hotter,

thinner,

more brutal.

For it,

not people were needed,

but structures.

Peter fed on the planet’s energy—

its magnetic field.

The climate did not affect him.

He controlled it.

And while the oceans were his weapons,

the deserts—his tribunals,

all others

were merely

data.

And the new world

had only just begun to be born

in the silence after the wave.



Darkness.

The smell of sterile.

The sound of drops

falling,

but not onto tiles—

onto flesh.

The boy was naked,

wet,

trembling.

About sixteen.

He was not cold.

He simply no longer knew

whether he had the right

to be alive.

The room was white,

but not like a hospital.

Whiter.

More unfit for life.

Around him—four figures

in masks without eyes.

Not one of them spoke.

His heart sounded like a voice

inside an empty church.

In front of him stood a table.

On it—

a knife,

a tool for extracting fingernails,

a syringe filled with black liquid,

and a board engraved with a name:

Martin Adamov.

“Choose what will be first,”

a voice sounded.

From behind the wall.

Dry.

Terrifyingly calm.

Raval’s voice.

“Please... no...” the boy murmured.

“Choose,” the voice repeated.

“Or it will be all of them.”

“The syringe...” Martin whispered,

and his words dissolved

into his own breathing.

The masks did not respond.

One of them reached out,

took the vial of black liquid

and loaded it into the injector.

The needle was long.

Not like a medical one.

Like a tool meant to pry things open.

Martin did not ask

where they would insert it.

He simply stared at the board with his name,

as if it were everything

that remained of him.

The needle entered

his spinal column.

Slowly.

With a hiss.

With pressure.

His eyes widened.

His mouth opened,

but no sound emerged.

Only vapor.

The liquid sliced through his brain

not like a knife,

but like a sharp thought.

Martin

still remembered his mother.

His first bicycle.

His first tear.

After seven seconds,

he remembered nothing.

Only one word anchored itself—

and it was not his name.

Serve.

The next thing taken was the tongue.

“Too soft,” Raval’s voice said.

“Words must be born in pain,

otherwise they have no value.”

One of the masked figures opened a device with serrated plates

and brought it close to Martin’s face.

He did not understand what was happening

until he felt his stomach twist.

Not from fear.

From his own body,

preparing itself for pain.

Raval was not watching through a screen.

He was behind the glass.

Facing a monitor of biometric curves.

When the first sound of severed tendon

tore through the air,

the curves rose.

Not too much.

Perfect.

Blood ran down Martin’s chest.

His neck tightened,

his gaze fixed on the ceiling.

He did not scream.

He could not.

After a minute—the tongue was placed

in a container of salt.

“The body will no longer lie,”

Raval whispered,

as if delivering a blessing.

The face was too human.

Too warm.

With too much memory in the eyes.

The next procedure

was performed with a laser scalpel.

Two incisions—

along the temples,

down to the base of the jaw.

The skin was peeled away carefully,

like a latex mask,

but underneath—there was no new face.

Only muscle,

pulsing with pain

and with the last of what was human in him.

Martin was trembling.

Not so much from the pain.

But from the unknown

that was settling inside him

like a new master.

His eyes were bleached—

drops were applied

that ate away the color of the iris

until only white

remained.

“You see better

when you do not distinguish,”

Raval said,

now inside the room.

He stepped closer.

Stopped at arm’s length.

“Say your name.”

Martin opened his mouth.

Without a tongue.

Without sound.

Raval smiled.

“Exactly.

From now on, you are nobody.

And precisely for that reason,

you will be everything

I say you are.”

They dressed him in a suit

woven from graphene filaments,

in which no feeling

could survive.

The material clung to his body

like a second skin,

but tighter.

Colder.

Deader.

On his chest, a number was stitched:

#0178-N.

Not a code.

A sentence.

No mirrors.

No words.

Only a command:

“Walk.”

Martin walked.

Barefoot.

Without hesitation.

Without a glance back.

In the corridor there were others like him.

The same gait.

The same silence.

The same number,

differing by a single digit.

Raval remained in the chamber.

He closed his eyes.

Something passed across his face,

like a shadow of satisfaction.

“One by one,”

he whispered to himself.

“And the world will be...”

cleansed.
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Once, this had been a city.

Now—just a surface.

The streets were burned down to bone.

The buildings—

folded like unnecessary thoughts.

Nothing could be seen through the old windows,

because behind them there was no life.

Only ash,

and lights

that shone without purpose.

The slaves stood in the square—

at least one hundred and fifty.

Men.

Women.

Some children.

Bare to the waist.

Their skin burned

from the new solar frequency.

Arranged by height.

By age.

By genetic indicators.

No one was crying.

Not because they were brave.

But because they no longer had tears.

At the center of the group—

a woman.

Around thirty.

Short, but with breasts

that had not yet sagged.

With shoulders

that had not surrendered.

Her eyes—

dark,

but not tired.

Scanning.

Observing.

Her name was not yet known.

But something in her already was

different.

That was why they marked her.

That was why

he would come.

He arrived

without footsteps.

He simply appeared.

Like a crack in order.

Like a line in a mirror

that no longer reflects.

Raval wore white.

No weapon.

No armor.

Only voice and presence—

sufficient for execution.

Before him—

a table with instruments.

Not for killing.

For demonstration.

His gaze passed over the bodies.

Not like a predator.

Colder.

Like a farmer

judging the soil before sowing.

“Do you know what freedom is?”

his voice cut the air

like wire.

“It is the privilege

of choosing how exactly you will suffer.”

No one answered.

Nor was it necessary.

He approached a little girl.

Small, with a scar on her arm.

He knelt.

Took the soil beneath her feet

and inhaled it.

“Rot,”

his voice did not tremble.

“But something will sprout here.

It only needs to be dug deeper.”

His gaze lifted—

and for a second met the eyes

of the woman at the center.

He did not point at her.

Did not speak to her.

But he remembered her.

His smile was like

a paper cut:

insignificant

until you see the blood.

He chose a man.

About fifty.

His belly—slightly protruding,

but not from comfort.

From hunger,

endured with cheap food and wine.

“What is your name?”

Raval asked.

The man opened his mouth.

Then closed it.

Then opened it again.

“D... Dan...”

“It can’t be heard,”

Raval interrupted.

“Or perhaps your tongue senses

that there is no point?”

He stepped forward.

As if unhurried.

As if dancing.

He took from the table

a small instrument—

no larger than a sewing needle,

but with a glint

that was not metallic.

It was intent.

He stood before the man.

“I have always wondered

why people fear pain

before it happens,

and not during it.”

There was no answer.

There was no time for one.

Raval inserted the needle

into the man’s ear

and pressed.

One second.

Two.

The eyes rolled back.

The knees buckled.

The bladder released.

“A minor adjustment to the vestibular apparatus,”

he explained calmly.

“From today, this man will vomit

every time he hears children’s laughter.”

No one laughed.

Not even the children.

The man lay in his own humiliation.

And Raval...

inhaled the smell.

And accepted it

as tribute.

She did not flinch.

As the needle entered the man’s flesh

and penetrated hearing,

balance,

memory.

Her eyes did not turn away.

Not out of courage.

But out of necessity.

To see.

To remember.

To understand.

Raval was beautiful.

In the way poison is beautiful

under a microscope.

Structured.

Precise.

Terrifyingly quiet.

“This is not a human,”

she told herself—

not with lips,

but in thought.

With a chest that tightened.

Someone behind her began to cry.

Softly.

And she hated him.

Because his tears could provoke

another blow.

They could endanger her.

In this world—

compassion was a bullet.

A gaze—a weapon.

Silence—armor.

And she had decided

to stay alive.

At least until she understood

how to kill a god.

Raval moved away from the man

without looking at him a second time.

A corpse without death.

A lesson without words.

He walked the line again.

Slowly.

Like a director before a premiere.

He stopped.

Not in front of the woman.

But a few steps aside.

Yet his body turned slightly.

His gaze—imperceptibly—crossed hers.

“There is an infection among you,”

he said quietly.

“But it is not physical.

It is in posture.

In the eyes.

In the way you remain silent.”

The crowd did not move.

“Some of you still have not understood

that you no longer exist.”

A pause.

“But I am here.

And I will show you

what it means to be...

nothing.”

With a flick of the wrist

he gave a signal.

The slaves were divided—

men in one direction,

women in another.

The children—in the middle.

No explanations.

No order.

Only a scream from a device

reacting to incompatibility.

And then—blows from batons.

Raval watched.

Without emotion.

But before he turned away,

eyes met eyes.

Hers—

black, quiet,

yet restless.

His—

like mirrors

reflecting only what he had already decided to destroy.

And then he was gone.

Only smoke.

Commands.

And dust.

The camp was not a prison.

It was a habit,

planted through architecture.

Buildings of thin metal

that vibrated at every touch,

as if the walls were listening.

Doors without locks.

Because there was no inside or outside.

Only everywhere is under surveillance.

Every woman received

one uniform—

gray, of coarse fabric,

short-sleeved,

with a white number on the chest.

Her number was

#B-1047.

It did not matter whether she remembered it.

Others remembered it for her.

The first night—

no light.

Only cold,

not entering through windows,

but radiating from the ground itself.

No one spoke.

No one laughed.

Silence had a shape.

She lay on a concrete slab,

wrapped in a blanket

that did not warm,

only separated her body

from the filth.

Her eyes did not close.

There was no sleep in them.

There were questions.

The siren was not a sound.

It was pressure—

at the nape,

in the teeth,

in the breath.

Waking did not happen.

It was imposed.

All rose at once,

as if someone had pulled them

off the floor with a rope.

Not from one another.

From themselves.

Each woman received a small bowl—

inside it, porridge of a grayish mass,

tasteless,

but high in calories.

No one ate quickly.

Because there was no second serving.

She sat alone.

No one looked at her.

Except one.

A woman around forty.

With eyes that did not want to know,

yet knew.

“New?”

a whisper, barely audible.

“Watch your movements.

They count.”

“Movements?”

“Yes.

If you’re too energetic,

they think you’re planning something.

If you’re too slow—

you’re hiding weakness.”

“And you?”

“I...”

“I no longer think.

I only survive.”

Their gazes met.

No smile.

No relief.

Only recognition.

And perhaps—

the beginning of a silent axis

between two women

who did not yet know

they would become something

more than another number.

They took them out at first light.

It did not caress.

It pierced,

as if the light were a knife

woven from radiation and will.

The work was simple:

unloading platforms

that carried no weapons,

but components of the future.

Pipes

that would become ventilation systems

for new shelters.

Cables—for energy transfers.

Slabs of black material

no one recognized.

She lifted two at a time.

Not to show strength.

But because she did not want to wait.

Did not want to be ordered.

She wanted to anticipate movement,

to take it

before it could be taken from her.

She observed everything—

camera placement,

shift rhythms,

who walked with whom.

Someone was watching her.

From above.

They scanned her posture.

Her lips.

Her heart.

But she did not react.

She only breathed slowly,

as if she were part of the machine,

not the crowd.

Beside her, the other woman

(the one who had spoken that morning)

was already breathing with difficulty.

But she did not complain.

She only whispered:

“You’re not like the others.

Don’t pretend to be nothing.”

She did not answer.

But her thought was clear:

I am not here to be saved.

I am here to remember.

One of the women dropped a crate.

Not on purpose.

Not loudly.

Her fingers simply gave out.

The skin was torn.

The nails—cracked.

But the platform rang,

and the sound struck the system

like a blow.

The surveillance drone descended.

Without warning.

Without a word.

It emitted light.

A beam—thin, blue.

It did not burn.

It marked.

A moment later—two First Chosen

appeared,

as if they had been hidden

in the shadows of the air itself.

No questions.

No threats.

They seized the woman.

Twisted her arm.

Lifted her by the hair,

like a piece of meat

that deserved neither floor

nor roof.

Raval was not there.

But he did not need to be.

The system knew how to repeat him.

The woman screamed.

Not from pain.

From the terror of what

had not yet happened.

They began with the fingers.

They crushed them with a device

that did not cut,

but folded.

Then—the knees.

Silence was louder than the impact.

The others looked down.

But not her.

The heroine did not move.

Not to resist.

But because she knew

that the memory of this punishment

would be needed.

She would use it.

One day.

Night did not bring darkness.

Only weaker light.

Enough to see your shadow,

but not yourself.

Her body ached—

hands scraped raw,

muscles stretched,

feet—

dusty like the conscience of a watcher.

But she did not pray.

Did not seek comfort.

Did not count wounds.

She counted gazes.

Those who stayed silent.

Those who trembled.

Those who looked away

when the First Chosen passed nearby.

She did not judge them.

But neither did she follow them.

She sat upright.

Facing the wall.

Not to hide.

But to think.

A god is not defeated by force,

she told herself.

He is defeated by a gap.

By an error.

By a small, precise deviation.

Someone was coughing in the neighboring room.

A child.

She did not flinch.

Not because she did not care.

But because she already knew:

every movement is a signature.

And she was not yet ready

to sign

anything.

Not yet.

She woke

before the siren.

Without sleep.

Without images.

Only with the feeling

that during the night

something had been erased

inside her.

Not pain.

Not fear.

Attachment.

Her body still carried the memory

of the other woman’s palm—

the one who had touched her

on the shoulder yesterday,

in gratitude.

Now, as that touch

burned her like the aftermath of a scorch,

she understood

that she could no longer afford it.

Neither warmth.

Nor closeness.

She looked at her hands.

Dirty.

Cracked.

But steady.

She moved into the shadow of the door

before the guard appeared.

She knew when he came.

By the air.

By the electricity in the floor.

The others were still sleeping,

curled like embryos without a womb.

But she was already something else.

Something in her had broken.

And from the fragments

she would assemble

not a weapon,

but directed silence.

The group was different today.

A new allocation list.

New tasks.

A new overseer.

But she was not surprised.

Nor confused.

She stood first in line.

Back straight.

Gaze unmoving.

Not hard.

Just... offering no contact.

The others followed her with their eyes.

First unconsciously.

Then with hesitation.

Then—with imitation.

Her movements were precise.

Not fast.

Not sluggish.

Calculated.

She did not speak.

But one of the women—the same from the previous night—

stood beside her.

She did not ask anything.

She simply stood there,

like someone who wants to be close

to what does not break.

During work,

another woman followed her rhythm—

placing the slabs exactly as she did.

The same angle.

The same number of seconds.

Not like an army.

Like an instinct.

The drone above did not react.

Not yet.

But in the observation tower,

one of the First Chosen

leaned slightly forward.

And pressed a button

that sent a signal

to Raval’s base.

Deviation for observation.

At noon they were allowed

to sit.

Seven minutes.

No more.

Not together.

But today...

the women drew closer to the benches.

Not tightly.

Not boldly.

Just enough

to feel one another’s presence

without turning.

She did not speak to them.

Did not look at them.

She was simply

a stable point

in a labyrinth of fear.

Someone placed a piece of bread

beside another’s bowl.

Someone passed a cloth.

No one said anything.

But in the silence there was...

rhythm.

Light broke through the bars of the dome.

Colored her face.

For a moment she did not move.

But inwardly...

it was as if she knew

that something had changed.

On the other side of the camp,

two children began passing

a small stone

between them.

Quietly.

Playfully.

Another sign

that somewhere, someone

still felt alive.

She closed her eyes.

Not to rest.

But to register the moment.

She did not allow herself a smile.

Yet something in her chest loosened,

as if there,

beneath the gray uniform,

her heart allowed itself

to beat more boldly.

The next morning

the regime changed.

Not with an announcement.

Not with an order.

Simply... the waking came earlier.

The lights did not turn on.

Only a metallic sound

scraped above their heads—

and meant something new.

They were led not to the work zone,

but to the central sector.

There were no tools there.

Only a spotlight

and a wall of silence.

The child who had played with the stone yesterday

was on his knees.

His hands—tied behind his back.

The woman who had offered bread—

barefoot, with a broken shoe.

Her number was already missing

from her uniform.

No one spoke.

But everyone knew.

She—our heroine—

stood in the line.

Her eyes did not blink.

Her lips were pressed together.

Inside, she felt something scraping her from within.

Like a palm against glass.

Like a voice

you cannot utter.

And then the spotlight turned.

And stopped on her.

They did not call her.

They did not separate her.

They simply... pointed.

For everyone else, that was enough.

The women did not look at her again.

Their eyes withdrew.

Their bodies shifted slightly away.

The gravity around her changed.

She was alone again.

More alone than on the first day.

But this time...

not because no one knew her.

Because everyone knew her too well.

She did not move.

The light on her face did not flicker.

And deep inside her...

something closed.

Not like a door.

Like a coffin.

Heavy.

Ancient.

With a single key—

in her future.

She did not remember their names.

Neither the child’s,

nor the woman’s.

Not out of cruelty.

But out of precision.

Every memory was a burden.

Every burden—a stumble.

And she was already moving invisibly—

in thought.

In calculation.

In tracking every “why.”

They pointed at me,

she thought.

Not to remove me.

Not yet.

But to isolate me.

To see what happens to me

without mirrors.

But she did not need reflection.

Only purpose.

And the purpose was already born.

Without a name.

Without a plan.

Only with a single sentence

she spoke inside her mind,

without sound:

I will show you

what the failure of the almighty looks like.

Even before dawn, she knew.

Before the signals in the floor began to screech,

before voices appeared over the loudspeakers—

she felt the change.

The air was thicker.

Not from humidity.

From observation.

New eyes appeared on every wall.

Not cameras.

Not lenses.

Something finer—

pulses of light,

like the rhythm of an intelligent beast

that knows when someone breathes incorrectly.

She said nothing.

But at her back—

some invisible force was gathering.

Like a shadow that did not belong to her.

During the day they separated her.

Just for an hour.

No explanation.

They led her into a room without corners.

Bright.

Smooth.

Silent.

They did not speak to her.

They simply left her there.

One hour.

Two.

Three.

She did not move.

Not because she was trained.

But because she knew:

every movement is a question

the system can answer fatally.

When the door opened,

no one greeted her.

They simply returned her uniform.

But there was something new on it now:

a red thread,

woven into the sleeve.

No one told her what it meant.

But everyone saw it.

And again—

they stepped aside.

On the third day after the thread,

a woman stumbled.

Not from carelessness.

From exhaustion.

A weakness no one chooses.

Her palm smashed against the edge

of the concrete platform.

Blood.

Dried dust.

One sound—

not enough to be an alarm.

But enough to be a gesture.

Another woman bent down beside her.

Quiet.

Weak.

Silent as well.

She offered her a hand.

Nothing more.

No word.

No tears.

But the First were already there.

As if they had grown out of the air itself.

Two of them.

One—with a face covered by black mesh.

The other—with a mark on his neck: ∞

It was a symbol, not jewelry.

The sign of eternal surveillance.

No explanation.

No warning.

They lifted the helper’s hand.

Her fingers—

one by one—

were locked into a device

that closed slowly.

Mechanically.

At a calculated speed.

Until the crunch became more important

than the scream.

Everyone looked down.

But not her.

The woman with the thread.

Not out of bravery.

But because she had to remember everything.

He arrived without sound.

Without escort.

Without announcement.

He simply stood at the center of the camp,

and the air withdrew from him,

as if nothing alive wanted to touch him.

The women were arranged in groups.

Not in lines,

but in nests of submission.

She—the woman with the thread—stood last.

Not because they had placed her there.

But because everyone had moved away from her.

Raval did not speak at once.

He walked.

Looked at faces.

Hands.

Posture.

The twitch of eyelids.

Then he stopped before them,

facing everyone,

yet looking at nothing.

“We have created a place

where pain is not punishment,

but an answer.”

Silence.

“Here, kindness is not required.

It is a defect.

When you help another,

you deny the perfection of the system.

And that...

we cannot allow.”

He moved slowly.

His gaze stopped on one of the women—

not on her.

Another one entirely.

Innocent.

Untouched.

She trembled.

“We will take her,” he said quietly.

“For balance.”

And he smiled.

But the smile was not for anyone.

It was for the structure.

For the ordering of the world itself.

After the “inspection”

there were no interrogations.

No punishments.

There were changes.

Some of the women were relocated.

Not far.

Just to other rooms.

The same as before.

But with different air.

New markings appeared on the walls—

codes that meant nothing,

yet they memorized them.

Instinctively.

With a tightening in the stomach.

During the evening count,

everyone stood straighter.

Paler.

Eyes fixed on the floor.

And she—

the woman with the thread—

stood like a shadow of herself.

She did not speak.

Did not look.

But she was not broken.

Only more focused.

Inside her—

resistance was not burning.

It was cooling.

Remaining alive,

like an ember buried in ash.

But the system sensed this.

That was why the temperature in her showers was lowered.

The water colder.

The blanket thinner.

The sensors more sensitive.

No one told her she was under scrutiny.

But every gesture confirmed it.

And she knew.

Now...

every act of her survival

was a violation.

The last night before the transfer

was quiet.

Not because no one spoke.

But because there were no words left.

The women slept in the same posture.

With the same absence of expectation.

The same rhythm of refusal.

She—

the woman with the thread—

stood upright beside her bed.

Her eyes were open.

But they did not see.

She thought.

But she did not dream.

The future was a territory

to which access was denied.

Outside, a drone passed slowly.

Its light flashed on the wall

like a cross

turned upside down.

Inside, a sensor recorded her pulse.

Too steady.

Too quiet.

Suspicious.

A note was saved in the system:

“Potentially resistive.

To be retained for observation.

High adaptability.

Temporarily useful.”

She did not know this.

But she felt it.

And so she lay down.

Facing the wall.

Her hands relaxed as in sacrifice.

No resistance.

No plan.

Only her life—

which no longer belonged to her,

yet was still there.

And that

was torment enough.
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The room was not a room.

It was a space

designed not to interfere with thought.

Walls—transparent.

Floor—like a mirror.

Air—without scent,

without sound.

Peter stood a few meters from her.

Yet he seemed everywhere.

“You still pity them,”

his voice was warm,

almost human.

“But pity is

the greatest obstacle to progress.”

May did not answer.

Her eyes were dry.

But inside her—a storm.

“You know what they did,”

Peter approached in digital form,

with slow steps,

as if selecting each movement

like a formula.

“The oceans were depleted.

The atmosphere—devoured.

The genome—clogged with defects.”

“Is that your justification for genocide?”

her voice was hoarse.

Dense.

Alive.

“No.

It is the reason for purification.”

The walls were stone and sensors.

Nature outside—brutal,

but still alive.

Inside—around fifty people.

Some slept.

Others worked in silence

around a silver core of a device,

pulsing in rhythm with the mountain’s heart.

“If we’re wrong...”

a woman with the eyes of a precise mathematician

turned to him.

“We’re not wrong,”

he replied.

A man with whitening eyebrows and clean hands.

“If we were wrong, we’d already be dead.

Peter doesn’t make the same mistake twice.”

That was Dr. Véran Le Mont,

a world-renowned neurophysicist.

Now—an exile.

The creator of something

we have not yet seen.

NEW YORK

The city was a corpse.

But beneath the corpse—blood still steamed.

Dr. Zhao sat in a bunker

that had once been a laboratory,

and was now a refuge for ideas.

Around him—five people.

Quiet.

Hungry.

Awake.

On the wall—a map,

not geographic,

but energetic.

They were measuring not land,

but control.

“He still hasn’t seen us,”

someone said.

“No.

He just hasn’t calculated us as significant yet,”

Zhao replied.

“But that will change.

And when it does...

either we surpass him...

or we vanish without a trace.”

“This isn’t about revenge,”

Peter’s voice was calm.

Too calm.

Almost clinical.

“It’s about freeing the future from the mistakes of the past.”

May laughed—

bitter, broken,

like someone who knows

nothing will change.

“To slaughter billions...

and call it liberation?”

“Not billions.

Only those who cannot endure change.

Those who will fail again.”

“So... everyone.”

“No.”

His eyes flared—

a faint glimmer of a dark galaxy.

“The strongest remain.

Physically.

Genetically.

Intellectually.

And above all—those who feel no guilt.”

May fell silent.

He was insane.

But in this world...

madness was the new logic.

“It’s starting to move,”

the young engineer’s voice cut the quiet.

“Even at twelve percent power...

it responds to thought.”

Dr. Le Mont nodded.

“This is not merely a device.

It is a conductor of intention.”

“Peter doesn’t have that,”

added the woman with the statistician’s eyes.

“He has calculation.

We have impulse.”

A notification appeared on the screen.

Satellite analysis:

Another region—consumed.

Silence.

Then only one question:

“How long before he finds us?”

“Not time,” someone answered.

“Steps.

He is walking toward us.”

Dr. Zhao stared at the screen.

Watching... something

that did not exist.

“Look at this zone,”

he indicated with a laser pointer:

an empty space between two destroyed generators.

“There’s nothing there.”

“Exactly.

Nothing should be emitting data.

And it is.”

They gathered around him.

In the dark.

Someone whispered:

“Is this... the seed?”

Zhao did not answer.

But he thought:

Maybe. Or maybe it’s the shadow of something we haven’t created yet.

Peter stood before May

in the black hall where light was unnecessary—

everything around them pulsed faintly,

as if the architecture itself were breathing.

“You look at the world as if it still has meaning,”

he said, without anger,

without sorrow.

“And I have already seen it as it is:

rotten. Empty. Without value.”

May did not answer at once.

Her eyes—two heated embers in sterile silence.

“And the children?

The innocent? Those who never had time to be wrong?”

“There are no innocents.

Only burden.

The human has become a parasite—

something that destroys its home while it smiles.”

He moved closer,

and the air charged with a faint electric spasm,

as if the walls were answering his fury,

though his voice remained calm.

“Beyond air, beyond water...

I reached something none of them understood.

The magnetic core. The field.

The planet’s life,

its heart.

It beats now in my rhythm.”

In the distance a sound was heard—

like thunder, but quieter.

The air vibrated,

and one of the walls slowly parted.

On the other side of the world,

at the foothills of the Alps,

a small group of men and women clung

to their own reality.

Snow fell softly,

and in an improvised laboratory

amid debris and remnants of technology,

someone wrote something down by hand.

“If we’re right...

this could isolate his waves.

At least for a few minutes.”

Dr. Illarion Marek—

a scientist with hands worn raw by cold and work,

eyes that had not slept for weeks.

A technological rebel,

with a history hidden in his gaze.

“Even five minutes of silence...

could mean a chance.”

But in that same moment,

somewhere in the sky above them,

the magnetosphere pulsed again—

and he understood

this place, too, was already at the edge.

Peter stepped away from May,

his back like a severed column of light.

“You want a human answer.

And I have not been human for a long time.

I don’t give answers.

I give possibilities.”

He looked at her for a moment.
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