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​Chapter 1
The Day Physics Got Personal 
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Part A: The Road to the Institute

BOOM! CRASH! Professor Gorenkel's car pushed through the dozens of furious protesters at the institute's gate. Bottles, stones, and anything else they could get their hands on flew through the air and shattered against the black vehicle. The windows were reinforced — they had been designed for this; it wasn't Gorenkel's first protest — but the noise was deafening. Gorenkel managed to pass through the secured gate and entered the protected compound.

Among the protesters, Gorenekl spotted Zirukel — his top student, who had excelled in physics above all others. Many had expected Zirukel to have a brilliant and successful academic career. I'll show him what it means to protest against me with all these hooligans, Gorenkel thought, furious. He was already planning how to fail the defiant student in the next round of exams.

—-
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Part B: The Grand Office

Gorenkel's office at the institute was deeply impressive, with enormous windows overlooking the city. Holographic screens covered the walls, and the magnificent chair cost as much as a small city apartment.

Half a year had passed since Gorenkel announced he would lead the revolutionary Neo-Tebatron project. "The accelerator that will reveal how the universe was created!" the headlines had proclaimed proudly. "The accelerator that will destroy the planet!" the opposition had shouted back. Both headlines, it turned out, were entirely correct.

He heard her footsteps and the rustling of her dress before the door opened. Lindora entered, and she was indeed a pleasing sight — long hair and a form-fitting dress. "Good morning, esteemed Professor," she teased in a sweet voice.

She placed the mail on the desk and, in a flowing motion, settled onto his lap. A wet, burning kiss lingered for several seconds. "I hope you dreamed about me last night," she whispered. Gorenkel put his arms around her. "I most certainly did," he said with a smile.

—-
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Part C: Two Months Later — The Urgent Report

The intercom buzzed, and Lindora's voice came through: "Your assistant Martsento is here. He says it's urgent." A hard knock sounded at the door. Martsento entered with an extremely serious expression.

Martsento was a true man of science — the kind who prefers a laboratory to a grand office, and data to politics. Gorenkel sometimes envied him for it, and sometimes pitied him. In the academic world, idealism is a luxury not everyone can afford.

"What happened?" Gorenkel asked.

"The latest report from the accelerator has arrived, and you need to see this right now." It wasn't "perhaps you'd like to" or "there's something interesting."

Martsento walked to the large screen and activated it. Gorenkel set down his mug of magol and came over too. And then he saw it.

—-
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Part D: The Forbidden Numbers

On the screen appeared video footage from the X-ray microscope camera inside the accelerator's collision chamber. A thin line of radiation streamed in a perfect spiral. It was the Hawking radiation characteristic of a black hole. Particles were being drawn in and swallowed toward a central point. Protons, neutrons, and mesons — all pulled in and disappearing.

Only a microscopic black hole could produce such a phenomenon. The particle tracks curved around an invisible point. Space-time itself was warping around the central singularity. The event horizon was there — tiny, but unmistakable.

"This shouldn't be happening at all," Gorenkel said, his voice suddenly small. "No, it shouldn't," Martsento agreed. "And according to the AI, if it happened once, it can happen again and again."

Gorenkel felt the ground shift beneath him — metaphorically. He turned to the AI software and asked, in a steadier voice than he felt: "How long until the black hole swallows Tebatron?"

"At this rate, between one hundred and five hundred standard years," the AI answered, without emotion. "But that is only a preliminary estimate, and it could be faster."

One hundred to five hundred years sounded like a lot of time. But fifty billion inhabitants needed to evacuate — in spacecraft that didn't exist. Suddenly it didn't sound like much time at all.

"We have to inform the World Council," Martsento said firmly. "No!" Gorenkel erupted angrily. "We're not telling anyone anything until we are completely certain." "If this leaks it will be the end of my career — the end of everything," he explained.

"Gorenkel, this is more important than your career, it's—" Martsento began. "I know!" Gorenkel shouted, cutting him off. "Tomorrow we'll run another check at the accelerator, and only then will we report to the Council."

He knew it wasn't logical. He knew every hour mattered. But he also knew that the moment the information got out — he would be the scientist who had destroyed the planet. Not the scientist who discovered the problem.

—-
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Part E: Confirming the Disaster

The next morning Gorenkel activated the great accelerator again for another check. They powered up the system, and the enormous energy climbed to high levels. Particles accelerated to tremendous speeds. The screens showed staggering data. And then it happened again — exactly as the day before.

A tiny black hole formed, and this time it remained for a full second. It didn't vanish immediately; it stayed there in reality. Small but definitively there and real.

"Shut it down immediately!" Martsento screamed in panic. Gorenkel pressed the button and the system powered down slowly. The black hole dispersed — or at least, that's how it appeared to the cameras.

"The situation is worse than we thought," Gorenkel said, his voice trembling. "If this continues, one black hole won't disappear — it will stabilize and grow." His mind worked quickly through calculations and different scenarios. Everything led to the same conclusion: they had killed their own planet — not with a dramatic explosion, but slowly, with cold scientific certainty.

Somewhere between one hundred and five hundred years, a black hole would stabilize near the planetary core. And swallow everything. Fifty billion inhabitants. Everything erased from reality.

"We have to leave," Gorenkel said quietly. "What?" Martsento didn't understand. "Leave the planet and find other planets," Gorenkel explained. "We have some time, but not forever."

—-
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Part F: The Council Reacts

The World Council chamber was impressive in its scale and oppressive in its formality.

An enormous horseshoe-shaped table. Padded chairs for twenty council members. Lighting designed to make everyone look more important than they were.

Around the chamber, on a raised gallery, sat the cameras of the official media channels. Beside them — various observers. Half of them were lobbyists. The other half? Mostly lobbyists too, just with different badges.

The council members bickered among themselves with nervous murmuring. Why had they been summoned to an emergency session? Why with no possibility of postponement?

Berkowitz, the representative from the third district, was red with fury. He'd been forced to cancel a meeting with billionaire Zdukoff. Zdukoff! The man for whom, in the last fifty years, no one had dared cancel a meeting. Today, three council members had done exactly that.

Berkowitz was already calculating in his head what it would cost him.

—-
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Chairman Trandol stood. His face was like stone. He had learned long ago not to show emotions — emotions are weakness, and weakness is an invitation to adversaries.

"Ladies and gentlemen," his voice cut through the noise. "A matter of the utmost seriousness has been brought to my attention."

The murmuring continued.

"Something that will eliminate Tebatron."

Immediate silence. Twenty pairs of eyes froze on him.

Trandol pointed at Gorenkel. "The floor is given to the Professor."

—-
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Gorenkel rose. His legs trembled slightly, but his voice was steady.

"Honored ladies and gentlemen. Yesterday, when we activated the new particle accelerator, something unexpected occurred."

He paused. Swallowed.

"Contrary to all previous projections, a black hole was formed."

A second of complete silence.

Then — as if someone had opened a valve.

"What?!"

"A black hole?!"

"He killed us all!" Someone screamed: "Murderer! Planet killer!"

Zorgontek, a heavyset representative with a red face, leapt from his chair. "I said it! I said from the beginning that this accelerator was a crazy idea!"

Someone hurled a glass of water. It missed Gorenkel by centimeters.

"Silence!" Trandol hammered the table with his gavel. "Silence, for heaven's sake!"

Ten hammer blows later, the noise subsided.

Gorenkel continued, his voice trembling now: "According to the AI, the black hole will continue to grow. Within 100 to 500 years — it will swallow all of Tebatron."

—-
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For a moment there was a silence of panic.

Then the chamber exploded — and as if in slow motion, objects began to fly.

A shoe from the right. It hit Gorenkel in the shoulder.

An expensive leather briefcase — from the left. It crashed onto the platform.

Another shoe. Another bag. An umbrella. Something that looked like a half-eaten sandwich.

—-
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Ten minutes of chaos passed.

Gorenkel stood. A purple bruise was swelling beneath his left eye. A bleeding nose. A torn suit.

He wiped the blood with his shirt sleeve. "Any questions?"

The chamber filled with screams and curses, directed mostly at Gorenkel.

Trandol struck with the gavel. Once. Twice. Twenty times.

"The next question will be asked quietly," he roared, "or I clear the chamber!"

—-
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Berlok, the representative of the Tebatron Church, raised a trembling hand.

The Tebatron Church — the organization that had replaced the 100 religions that existed before the Great War. The war that, eight hundred years earlier, had annihilated 98% of the planet's population. They had learned to be careful with beliefs since then.

"Professor," Berlok said, voice shaking. "Perhaps the instruments were wrong?"

Gorenkel touched the bruise beneath his eye. It hurt.

"We checked three times. Myself, Martsento, and the university's AI. There is no error."

—-
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Zorgontek shouted: "Why didn't you check this risk in advance?!"

Gorenkel looked at him directly.

"We did. The AI calculated the probability of creating a stable black hole at one in a billion."

"Then why didn't we know about it?!" Trandol demanded.

"I transmitted all the data to the Council," Gorenkel said. "Including that calculation."

Silence.

Twenty council members looked at each other. Someone had suppressed the information. Someone had been bribed to suppress it. But who?

Everyone knew the answer. No one said it aloud.

—-
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Trandol cleared his throat. "We will investigate that matter later. But now — we need to decide what to do about the black hole that has formed, and how to save the entire population of Tebatron. All those in favor of holding a discussion on this matter first, raise their hand."

"Twenty hands went up in favor."

"Very well, the motion is approved. We will first discuss the rescue of Tebatron's population."

The next day, after a full twenty-four hours of heated debate — including phone calls to supporters, lobbyists, and more — the Council passed the following resolutions:

First, to establish a committee to review the findings within six months.

Second, to prohibit Gorenkel from continuing experiments with the particle accelerator on grounds of public safety.

Third, to fund a terraforming program for new planets, in controlled stages rather than in a panic.

"What does 'a controlled-stages process' mean?" Gorenkel asked.

A technical representative of the Council rose — a small man named Prost, the only person in the room who seemed to actually understand science. He explained: "Phase one: construction of four large terraforming spacecraft. Estimated time: one year."

So far, it sounded reasonable.

"Three spacecraft will be sent to three uninhabited planets we have identified," Prost continued. "And the fourth?" Gorenkel asked.

Prost looked at Trandol, who nodded. A holographic screen lit up and showed a beautiful image of a blue planet covered in white clouds and blue oceans.

"The fourth will be sent to a particularly interesting planet," Prost said. "Its name is 'Earth.' The planet is inhabited by a somewhat primitive biological species with relatively primitive technology."

"Population?" Gorenkel asked. "Seven billion," the representative answered. "We plan to terraform it quietly, without the inhabitants knowing."

Gorenkel stared at him. "They won't notice us changing their atmosphere?" The representative smiled: "Their technology is limited." "They still argue among themselves about whether their own climate is changing at all."

Prost added: "The spacecraft will travel at three times the speed of light — warp drive engines. The nearest planet is two years' travel away. Earth is approximately two years and three months."

"Phase two," the representative continued. "Immediately upon completion of the four terraforming spacecraft, we will begin constructing giant colony ships in orbit. Robots will build them. They will be capable of transporting millions of citizens."

"But the giant ships will only depart after we receive confirmation that terraforming has succeeded on at least one planet," he emphasized. "That could take decades."

"How many exactly will you be able to save?" Gorenkel asked.

An embarrassed silence. Council members looked at each other, each waiting for someone else to answer.

"If everything goes as planned," Prost finally said, his voice quiet, "approximately 10 to 15 billion."

Gorenkel: "Out of 50 billion."

"So 70 to 80 percent of Tebatron's population will die?" Gorenkel said.

"We're talking about saving 20 to 30 percent," the representative corrected carefully. "That's more than we hoped for."

—-
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Part G: A Human Moment

Later that same evening, Lindora and Gorenkel sat in his private apartment in the tall tower. The city lights sparkled below them through the windows — millions of lights, millions of lives, most of whom did not yet know what awaited them.

Lindora held a glass of cold magol in her hand. She hadn't drunk from it in ten minutes.

"So what are you and I going to do now?" she asked quietly.

Gorenkel looked at her. In three years of their relationship, he had never seen her this vulnerable. She had always been strong, confident, knowing what she wanted.

"I spoke with the Council Chairman," he said.

"About what?"

"About the crew assignments for the spacecraft," he answered. "I called in every contact I have. And a few I didn't know I had."

She looked at him, not yet understanding where he was headed. "Why?"

Gorenkel turned to face her, his eyes more serious than she had ever seen them. "Because I'm going to command one of the missions. Spacecraft One, to Planet A. And I'm not flying anywhere without you by my side."

Lindora stared at him in surprise. The glass nearly fell from her hand. "Gorenkel, I—"

"I discovered this black hole," he cut her off. "I lead the scientific program. I have influence, and if I need to use it — I will."

She was quiet for a long moment. Then she took his hands in hers.

"Thank you," she said, her voice trembling.

"It's not only for you," he said. "I can't do this without you."

She kissed him gently. "At least if we have to fly to the edge of the universe," she said, "we'll fly together."

Gorenkel smiled — a rare smile, almost shy. "That was my condition."

—-
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Part H: Choosing the Crews

The committee for selecting the terraforming crews convened. Twelve members, all senior, all well-versed in the game of power.

The chairman, a veteran bureaucrat named Morandol, opened the session with a brief speech about "historic responsibility" and "the importance of choosing correctly." Everyone nodded in agreement.

"The next candidate," Morandol announced, "Professor Delmox, expert in planetary biology."

A file was passed around the table. A committee member named Grisol — the closest thing to a real scientist in the room — leafed through it with a rustle of pages.

"Three publications in ten years," he said. The tone was neutral, but the meaning was clear: that's sparse. Too sparse.

An uncomfortable silence.

"I know the family," another committee member said quickly. "Respectable people." Everyone understood: wealthy and well-connected.

"Senator Randlok supports the program," a third member added. Everyone was thinking the same thing: if we reject the son, the Senator — chair of the Senate — will remember it.

The chairman smiled: "Delmox is very suitable." Vote: 10 in favor, 2 against. "His experience is quite limited," one of the dissenters said. "The voyage is long, he'll have time to grow," the chairman replied.

—-
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That same week, another candidate. "Engineer Tarlof, systems specialist," the chairman said. "Worked in industrial maintenance," one member said. "Transportation systems," someone murmured. "Fixed vehicles," someone whispered.

An awkward silence.

"He has family connections within the program," one member said carefully. Everyone looked up: a relative of someone important.

"Whose brother is he?" someone asked. "Not brother. Brother-in-law. Of Director Barkin." Ah. Barkin. That changed everything.

"Director Barkin recommended him warmly," another said. Everyone understood: when Barkin "recommends," it's a demand.

Vote: 11 in favor, 1 abstaining. The abstainer was a real engineer who knew it was pointless.

—-
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Part I: The Special Agent

Second week. A door opened. Two men entered. One was a junior aide, pale and nervous. The other was Zarox, head of the intelligence organization. Everyone rose immediately.

Zarox was not someone you invited to meetings. He was someone who arrived at meetings when he wished, and then everyone listened. His organization was responsible for "internal security" — a term that covered many things no one wanted to know too much about.

"Be seated," Zarox said quietly. Everyone sat. "We have a candidate for the Earth mission," Zarox said. "His name is Karvel. Extensive operational experience."

"What kind of experience?" someone dared ask. Zarox looked at him — a gaze cold, composed, and utterly terrifying: "Handling complex situations. Fifteen years. Excellent results."

Everyone understood: things that are not discussed.

"But this is a scientific mission!" someone said. Voice too loud. Zarox placed a file on the table and opened it. Satellite photographs of Earth.

"Earth is inhabited by 7 billion intelligent beings," Zarox said, his voice quiet and menacing at once. "Advanced technology, nuclear weapons. They will not want us to terraform their planet. They will resist by every means."

Complete silence in the room.

"We need someone who knows how to handle resistance," Zarox concluded. "Not just a scientist."

"He will receive a full incentive package," Zarox added. "Courtesy of the organization — an Auto-doc, 20 million credits."

The committee could barely breathe.

"Vote," Zarox said. Twelve hands went up — one trembling.

"Excellent," Zarox said and stood.

At the door he paused: "By the way — he will choose his partner and his assistant himself."

"But—" someone started. Zarox turned slowly: "Any questions?"

"No," the interrupter swallowed. "Wonderful," Zarox said and left.

—-
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Part J: The Young Assistant

The next day, the door opened again. This time Barkin himself entered — a senior director, a man of influence.

"Hello, hello," he said with an overly broad smile. "I hope I'm not interrupting."

Everyone smiled back with strained smiles. No one wanted to be on Barkin's bad side.

"I have a recommendation for a young technician," Barkin said, settling into an empty chair as if he belonged there. "Zalukh — the name. High potential."

Silence. "But he's very young," someone ventured.

"Twenty-two years old," Barkin said, the smile still in place. "Full of youthful energy. Exactly what a mission like this needs."

"His experience is limited," Grisol tried.

"He's worked two years in industry," Barkin said. "Excellent foundations."

Everyone knew the unspoken truth: he worked at his father's factory. "Worked" was a flexible term.

"This is a dangerous mission!" someone objected, voice rising. "We're sending people to an alien star, with a hostile population—"

"Precisely because of that," Barkin cut him off, and the smile disappeared. "An opportunity for growth. He needs hands-on experience."

Everyone understood the real message: the son had done something embarrassing. Perhaps more than embarrassing. The father wants him far away — very far away, preferably at the other end of the galaxy.

"Does Karvel know about this?" someone asked.

Barkin smiled again — his professional smile. "Karvel will agree. I'm certain of it."

The tone said: Karvel doesn't really need to agree. Karvel will receive instructions.

Vote: unanimous. No one dared oppose.

—-
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Part K: The Summary

The chairman sat alone at the end of the day. The list before him:

- Gorenkel + Lindora — Spacecraft 1

- Delmox (political connections) — Spacecraft 2

- Tarlof (family relations) — Spacecraft 3

- Karvel (operational experience) — Spacecraft 4 + partner of his choosing

+ Zalukh ("warm" recommendation) — Karvel's assistant

Below were fifteen more candidates, all with "potential" or connections. Out of forty slots, only twelve had gone to scientists chosen for genuine ability.

The chairman sighed: "We are trying to save civilization with a crew selected based on who they know."

He turned off the light and left.

Outside, a long queue. Hundreds of people — brilliant scientists, talented engineers. Most would not be accepted, because they didn't know the right people.

—-
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One month after the black hole's discovery, sensational news broke about the arrest of billionaire Zdukoff and two World Council officials, on suspicion of conspiracy to conceal vital information from the World Council. Zdukoff's lawyer declared: "It's all smoke and mirrors — there's nothing here because there was never anything. My client will be released from custody shortly." After one week, the billionaire was released on ten billion dollars' bail, under house arrest.

After two months, the two officials arrested alongside Zdukoff were stabbed to death during a prison riot.

After six months, the case against Zdukoff was closed for lack of evidence.

—-

[image: ]


Seven light-years away, a small blue planet orbited a yellow star. On that planet, billions of living beings were going about their ordinary lives. They did not know that in a few years, their fate would be decided by a decision made on a distant planet.

The aliens were on their way.  
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​Chapter 2
Choosing the Agent
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Part A: The Young Agent

Secret Training Facility, Karliks District — fifteen years earlier

Twenty-three-year-old Karvel stood at the center of the training facility, surrounded by twelve other recruits — a muscular young man, taller than most of the others. They had all passed the rigorous admission tests of Diva, the central intelligence organization. The instructor, Zarox — a tough, experienced man — walked among them with slow, measured steps.

"You are here because you passed the tests," his voice clear and sharp. "But passing tests is not nearly enough. Diva needs people who know when to ask questions and when not to." Karvel stood quietly and listened carefully. Sounds like a job with good bonuses, he thought.

"Today you will undergo the final test," Zarox said and pointed at a large screen showing the image of an older man — a professor by the look of him. "This is Professor Talmon, who has uncovered sensitive information about connections between Council representatives and private organizations. This information could destabilize the system, and the mission is to eliminate him." Zarox added: "In a manner that looks like an accident. One of you will be chosen to lead, and the rest will assist."

Twelve pairs of eyes studied the screen quietly. Talmon looked like an ordinary professor — a bit overweight, a bit bald. But for the recruits, he was merely a mission.

"Karvel," Zarox called suddenly. "You will lead the mission." Karvel showed no emotion: "Understood."

—-
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Part B: A Tragic Accident on the Bridge

Karvel tracked Talmon for three days and learned his habits precisely. Every morning Talmon drove to the laboratory and returned home at four in the afternoon. In the evening at six he went for a walk, and at 6:30 he came home, crossing an old bridge over the River Truksis — a fast, dangerous river. In the middle of the bridge, Talmon rested briefly, watching the river, leaning on the old railing, before continuing home.

Today it was 6:15 and the bridge was still completely empty. Karvel stood by the bridge, disguised as a maintenance technician with a vest and a tool case. He checked the bridge's railing and embedded a small device inside it with a six-kilogram trigger. Most people press eight to ten kilos when they lean, Karvel thought. Talmon is a bit overweight — maybe twelve kilos — so six is perfect.

6:25. Talmon arrived with a slow walk, slightly tired. Karvel moved away from the bridge and waited at a safe distance. Talmon approached the railing as he did every evening and looked at the river, leaning on it.

CRACK! The railing snapped suddenly and Talmon fell below. Karvel heard the cry and the heavy impact in the fast-moving water. Two passersby ran to help but the water was too fast — Talmon was swept away quickly and disappeared downstream.

The next morning the headlines screamed: "Professor Talmon killed in tragic accident — old railing collapses." Karvel read the headline in a café, sipping magol. Felt nothing, he thought. First job. Not bad.

—-
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Part C: "So, Tell Me How It Went"

Same day, evening — in Zarox's office

Karvel was summoned to the instructor's office following the success. Zarox sat behind the desk smoking a Tebatron cigarette with a strong, bitter smell. "Sit," Zarox said in a quiet voice. Karvel sat in the chair across from the desk.

"Well," Zarox said, leaning back. "Tell me in detail how it went." Karvel thought a moment: "Simple." "Simple?" Zarox smiled a thin smile. "I want full details — not just 'simple.'"

Karvel sighed: "I tracked him for three days and learned the exact pattern. Every evening at 6:30 he comes home and crosses an old bridge." He explained: "I disguised myself as a maintenance technician, checked the railing and embedded a small device — a six-kilogram trigger."

Zarox raised an eyebrow curiously: "Why exactly six kilos?" Karvel explained: "Because Talmon is overweight. He presses about twelve kilos when he leans."

"And then?" Zarox asked. "Then I waited. He arrived, approached the railing as he did every evening, looked at the river, leaned — crack — fell."

Zarox was silent a moment, then slowly stubbed out the cigarette. "You passed. Congratulations — you are a full agent of Diva as of today."

Karvel rose: "Thank you." "One more thing," Zarox said. "Yes?" Karvel turned.

"Next time you kill someone, make sure no one sees you near the location. There were security cameras." Zarox said quietly.

Karvel froze: "What?!" "Relax, it's been handled," Zarox reassured him. "The cameras malfunctioned that day — but next time, be more careful."

Karvel left the office quickly. That was too close. Need to be more careful, he thought.

—-
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Part D: Fifteen Years of Successes

Selected Missions

Year 2 — Senator Zarkowitz wanted to raise taxes on billionaires' profits from 30% to 60%. Karvel slipped a sedative into his drink during a social gathering. The moment the senator lost consciousness, he injected a slow-acting poison. The senator died after two weeks — it looked like a natural illness. Flawless execution. The taxes stayed at 30%. Diva's annual budget grew by 50%. The senior staff salaries too.

Year 3 — Journalist Morlika was investigating connections between politicians and the wealthy. Karvel staged a car accident: her vehicle accelerated, the brakes failed, and it crashed into a wall. Died on the spot. An experienced police investigator found faint traces of brake tampering. The investigation ran for a month before Diva "assisted" the police in closing the file.

Year 5 — Environmental activist Trukos was organizing protests against mining corporations. Karvel decided on a creative approach. He reached out to Diva's elevator technician — a quiet man named Zurkos. "I need an elevator that doesn't arrive," Karvel said. Zurkos smiled. "Easy. Which floor?" "Floor 15. An office building. This activist works there."

The next day, Zurkos and Karvel arrived at the building as maintenance technicians. "Maintenance" signs everywhere. They worked on the elevator for two hours.

One day, Trukos emerged from a meeting on the 15th floor. Frustrated. Again no one had listened to him. He pressed the elevator button. "Ding!" The doors opened. Trukos looked at his phone, reading a message. He stepped forward. His feet found no floor — only air. He fell 15 stories. The scream lasted two seconds.

The next day the headlines reported: "Environmental activist killed in elevator accident — maintenance company apologizes."

Zarox read the report. He shared it with Karvel: "Nice. Simple but effective." Karvel sipped his magol. "He walked one step too far." Zarox looked at him. Then burst out laughing. "That's good. That's really good! 'Walked one step too far'!"

Year 7 — Bank director Kolmus threatened to expose money laundering by politicians. Karvel planned a robbery — but he was overconfident. He didn't notice a hidden security camera he'd missed in the parking lot. The footage showed a suspicious figure — no clear face, but enough to raise questions. The police investigated for months. Diva was forced to intervene forcefully to close the file.

—-
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Part E: The Final Tally

Fifteen years. Twenty-three missions in total.

Fifteen clean successes — no traces, no questions. Five or six near-exposures, where Diva had been forced to intervene and close investigations. Two missions with strong evidence that only Diva's raw power prevented full exposure.

His instructor had once told him: "You take too many risks and you're not invincible. One day that confidence will kill you."

Karvel hadn't listened closely enough. He was skilled enough, and when he made mistakes, Diva always cleaned up.

—-
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Part F: The Investigator Who Began to Suspect

Year 14 — Central Police Headquarters

Dr. Limos — an old, persistent, stubborn police investigator — noticed something interesting one day. "Too many accidents. Doesn't make sense. There's something here."

He opened a computer screen and began writing a list of suspicious deaths from the past decade. First list: forty-five cases. Professor Dalkin fell down stairs at home after investigating water contamination. A second journalist died in a private plane crash after exposing money laundering.

He dug deeper over two weeks and found eighty-seven similar cases from the past twenty years. Eighty-seven people who had opposed the policies of the wealthy or investigated corruption — every one of them died in an "accident."

But then he noticed something strange. Of the 87 cases, 64 had clear flaws. 23 cases were cleaner — not perfect, but far more professional.

"These 23 are different," Limos whispered. "Someone else. Someone better."

He opened a separate file with the twenty-three professional cases. Senator Zarkowitz — natural illness. Journalist Morlika — traffic accident with minor traces. Scientist Brokul — clean robbery. Activist Trukos — elevator accident. Bank director Kolmus — robbery with a camera catching a silhouette.

He began working with three other investigators — Trolin, Markva, and Zlenkof. Together they deepened the investigation and began publishing findings online, in secret groups and forums.

Diva's leadership received a warning — and they were not at all pleased.

—-
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Part G: The Solution — Sending to Earth

Secret meeting room — Diva Headquarters

Three directors sat around a table. On the screen appeared a photo of Karvel. "Karvel is skilled enough," said the first director, Barkin. "But Limos is getting closer. In a few more months he'll start connecting the dots."

"We can eliminate Limos," the second director suggested. "No — that's a terrible idea," Barkin said firmly.

"Why?" the second director asked. "Because Limos is not alone. He has a team of three other investigators. They've already published some of the information online in forums and secret groups." Barkin explained: "If we eliminate Limos, that's exactly what confirms their suspicions."

"His partners will continue the investigation with double the motivation," he continued. "It'll turn him into a martyred saint and turn the investigation into something everyone talks about."

The third director nodded: "So what's the solution?" Barkin smiled: "The terraforming program."

He activated another screen showing four spacecraft and Earth — a dangerous mission. "We send Karvel to Earth." Barkin explained: "He's skilled enough for a mission like this. Not perfect, but good enough. And in the meantime — he's completely out of Limos's reach."

"And will Karvel agree?" someone asked. "We'll offer him an attractive deal," Barkin said. "An Autodoc — eternal life — and no one will ever investigate him again."

The directors nodded. It was perfect. Karvel gets eternity and we get peace.

"Prepare the appointment proposal," Barkin said seriously.

—-
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Part H: The Offer

Karvel's office — Diva facility

Karvel sat in his small office — no pictures on the walls. He had no friends, only work. The door opened suddenly and Barkin entered without knocking.

"I have an important proposal," Barkin said directly. Karvel raised an eyebrow: "What proposal?"

"A new and special mission — on Earth," Barkin said. Karvel had heard of the terraforming program — everyone had. "Why me?"

"Because you're skilled enough," Barkin said and paused. "And because there's a small problem — a police investigator is beginning to suspect you. Soon he'll come to you with evidence."

Karvel wasn't surprised at all. He'd known this would happen eventually. The cameras, the witnesses, the suspicious timing, the small mistakes.

"So what exactly is the offer?" he asked. "You lead the mission to Earth and receive a full Autodoc — eternal life. And you leave the planet before the investigator reaches you." Barkin added.

"And the role, precisely?" "To terraform Earth quietly, without the local inhabitants understanding," Barkin answered.

Karvel thought about the offer. Earth — far away, isolated. Eternal life. And no one will investigate him for the twenty-three missions. For the mistakes. For the cameras. Perfect.

"I have one condition," Karvel said. "What?" Barkin asked.

"I choose my partner myself," Karvel said. "I need someone I can work with — and who's also a compatible physical companion, because we're going to be stuck together for decades."

Barkin hesitated: "We can arrange that. Give us a list of a few candidates you'd accept, and we'll make the final decision."

"Good enough," Karvel said. "I want profiles of potential partners by tomorrow."

"The committee has already approved your appointment," Barkin added. "Now we just need to choose the partner."

They shook hands. The deal was sealed.

—-
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Part I: Choosing Serina

Next day — the selection room

Barkin returned and sat across from Karvel. "The appointment is confirmed — you are commander of the Earth terraforming mission."

Karvel nodded quietly. "Now about the partner," Barkin continued. "We have five excellent candidates."

He opened a large file with five profiles. Candidate 1: Dr. Trilna Gil, age 31, biologist specializing in planetary ecological systems. Candidate 2: Engineer Volkra, age 26, specialist in space systems. Candidate 3: Agent Marlika, age 31, former field agent with excellent combat skills. Candidate 4: Serina, age 28, former Diva agent, specialist in infiltration and disguise. Candidate 5: Dr. Zentra, age 26, chemist and specialist in planetary terraforming.

Karvel read each file carefully and took his time. After twenty minutes he pointed to one: "Her. Serina."

"Why her?" Barkin asked. "Dr. Trilna has more scientific knowledge relevant to the mission, and Engineer Volkra has better knowledge of ship systems."

"Because Serina won't get in my way," Karvel said simply. "She's been in the field and she understands operations. She won't panic and she won't question my every decision." "And if things go wrong, she can handle herself," he said — and thought: she also looks a lot better.

Barkin nodded slowly: "We'll arrange a meeting within the week."

—-
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Three days later — training facility

Karvel waited in an empty training room. The door opened and Serina entered — tall, with an athletic build and dark hair pulled tightly back. Her eyes were cold and calculating, and she looked at him without any expression.

"You're Karvel," — it wasn't a question. "And you're Serina," he said.

She came closer and stopped a few meters away. "Let's make something clear right away — I'm not here to fall in love with you."

"Good — neither am I," Karvel said. "I'm here because the mission interests me. Nothing more."

"Excellent. We understand each other," Karvel said. "But if you're being stupid, I'll tell you."

Karvel smiled slightly — a rare expression on his face. A direct woman, no games, no drama. Perfect, he thought.

She studied him a moment: "So we have a deal?" "We have a deal. Professional and efficient partners," Karvel said.

"Good. When do training sessions begin?" "Tomorrow, 06:00," Karvel said. "I'll be there," she said and left. Karvel remained standing alone in the room. This might actually work well, he thought.

—-
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One week after selection

They trained together seven full days — combat drills, strategy sessions, getting familiar with equipment, and learning to function as a single unit. Late evening, most of the crew had gone home. Karvel and Serina were alone, finishing a sparring session.

Serina landed a solid blow to his ribs. Karvel reacted fast and swept her leg. She rolled and came up ready.

"Enough," Karvel said. "You're getting faster every day." "You're getting predictable," she replied — not unkindly, just a professional observation.

They walked to the equipment room and removed their training gear. The room was quiet except for the sound of their breathing. Serina broke the silence: "We're going to be stuck together for a very long time."

"Yes," Karvel said. "My place or yours?" she asked directly.

Karvel looked at her — direct and without games. He appreciated that greatly.

"Mine. More space," he said simply.

—-
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The next morning

Sunlight streamed through the large window. Karvel woke first and looked at the ceiling for a moment. Serina stirred beside him and opened her eyes. She stretched slightly: "That was good. I think this works between us — even though I'm not in love with you."

"Yes, it works," Karvel said. She sat up and began gathering her clothes. "Training at 06:00?"

"Training at 06:00," he confirmed. "Fine — don't be late," she said and left.

Karvel lay there for another minute. Professional, efficient, no complications. Exactly what he needed.

—-
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Part J: The Assistant

One week later — Council halls

Karvel and Serina were summoned to a formal meeting with the terraforming program committee. Barkin sat at the head of the table with several other officials beside him.

"The mission is finally approved," Barkin announced. "Construction of the spacecraft begins in three months. You both will undergo final preparations — genetic compatibility tests for Earth's atmosphere."

"Understood," Karvel said briefly. "However," Barkin continued, "there is one additional condition that is important."

Karvel's eyes narrowed: "What condition?" "Your assistant has already been selected," Barkin said carefully.

"I didn't ask for an assistant at all," Karvel said. "The Council has decided that one is necessary for technical support," Barkin explained.

Barkin pressed a button and a screen appeared showing a profile of a young man. Name: Zalukh. Age: 22. Skills: basic engineering, basic piloting. Special notes: son of Director Barkin.

Karvel stared at the screen, then at Barkin, in disbelief. "You're assigning me your own son." He said it in a flat voice. "He needs experience and he's eager to learn," Barkin said. "He's a boy with no field experience whatsoever," Karvel said.

"He'll learn during the mission," Barkin said. Serina leaned forward: "With all due respect, Director — this is a very dangerous mission. We need skill and capability, not a young trainee." "The decision has already been made," Barkin said firmly. "Zalukh is part of your team. This is non-negotiable."

Karvel understood the game. This was part of the deal — political favors and connections. Barkin was making sure his son got an opportunity and was sent far away from Tebatron for a few decades. And who sends their own son on a dangerous mission light-years away? Karvel thought. Only someone who wants to get rid of him.

"If he fails," Karvel said coldly, "if he endangers the mission — I leave him behind. You understand that?"

Barkin's face went slightly pale, but he nodded: "Understood exactly." "Then we have an agreement," Karvel said.

—-
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Three days later — first meeting with Zalukh

Karvel and Serina waited in the briefing room. The door burst open. Zalukh entered at a run, breathless and clearly very excited.

"Karvel, Serina — I'm so excited to work with you both!" He talked fast. "I've heard so much about you, Karvel!" "I can't believe I get to be part of your team — this is going to be—"

"Stop," Karvel said in a cold voice.

Zalukh froze.

"Rule one," Karvel continued, his voice cold and clear. "You do not speak unless asked a question. Rule two — you execute orders precisely, no improvisation." "Rule three — you touch nothing without my explicit written permission. Did you understand all the rules?"

Zalukh swallowed hard: "Yes, I understood." "Good — sit and be quiet," Karvel said.

Zalukh sat quickly, and all his excitement drained away completely. Serina glanced at Karvel and then at Zalukh, maintaining a neutral expression. But Karvel could see the heavy concern in her eyes.

When Zalukh wasn't looking, she leaned close to Karvel and whispered: "We're stuck with him?" "Yes," Karvel whispered back, irritably. "Wonderful," she said quietly — in pure sarcasm.

Karvel looked at Zalukh sitting there, trying to look professional but clearly very nervous. I'm going to die because of this kid, Karvel thought. What else could possibly go wrong here.  
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​Chapter 3 
A Year of Construction
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Part A: The Main Construction Complex, Planet Tebatron

The sun rose over four enormous construction sites. Thousands of people and robots worked at each one — four spacecraft meant to save the species. But as always, the biggest problem wasn't the technology. It was the people.

Robots don't steal. Robots don't fall asleep. Robots don't demand raises. People do all of these things magnificently, which is why this project was already behind schedule.

—-
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Project Administration

Dulkar, the chief administrator, stared in disbelief at 100 pallets loaded with bathroom and toilet tiles, occupying a significant area outside his office. He turned to Deveril, his secretary. "Why are there 100 pallets of ceramic tile here? I didn't order these."

Deveril glanced at the delivery form. "They arrived from the factory 'Barkin Ceramics.'"

He called Barkin on his personal phone. "Hello Barkin, I think there's been some mistake. About 100 ceramic tile pallets have arrived at the spacecraft construction compound — ones we didn't order."

"Yes, I understand, but you'll certainly need ceramic tiles for the bathrooms and toilets of the spacecraft, so I simply made sure you wouldn't run short. I trust you'll know how to use them in the ships. I promise you won't lose out here — understood?" Dulkar understood. He couldn't refuse.

"Deveril, what's the price of the ceramic tiles we just received?" "150,000 credits." He quickly calculated in his head — that was nearly 50% above market price. Never mind the money; it was a trivial sum compared to what he'd spent on the project. The real problem was what to do with the tiles lying outside. There was nothing to be done with them in a spacecraft — the vibrations would crack them eventually.

He suddenly remembered: materials and equipment were stolen from the construction sites almost every day. That evening he met with someone he'd known a long time. The next night he arranged a party for the compound's guards. "You've been working non-stop for twelve hours straight — management thinks you deserve a little treat." He made sure there was no shortage of strong drink, and even arranged something stronger.

The following morning he walked into his office with a wide smile. Every single ceramic tile had vanished. He instructed Deveril to notify the security department about the theft, which duly filed a report alongside two other theft reports from the construction sites.

A week later — he couldn't believe his eyes. Another 100 pallets of bathroom and toilet tiles, wrapped in plastic with "BARKIN CERAMICS" blazoned across them in large letters, were sitting outside his office.

He called Barkin. "When I heard your tiles were stolen, I made sure to replace them for you. No need to thank me."

He called his foreman. "Stack the pallets somewhere they won't be in the way — but somewhere visible." He was learning something new every day.
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