




THE GRAVITY OF MILLIONS


Chapter 1
Magnus

“To burn, or not to be burned… that is the answer.” Magnus Corvis stood at the edge of the forest, his gaze fixed on the sunset. Heeding only his own thoughts as the shovels struck the earth behind him, he murmured the words to the wind. With the thought voiced, he stood in silent admiration of the view.
Stillness: not a rustle, not a sound but the clinking of shovels. A heavy sun hung over the horizon — enormous, blood-pomegranate red. Behind Magnus stretched the pine forest. Three brawny men were digging in the earth among the trees. Clad in dark sportswear, their tall, powerful frames moved with grim precision. Their faces, hardened by years of underworld violence, remained cold and stoic. A man lay bound and motionless five meters from the deepening grave, his limbs secured with zip ties. 
“All done. Lucky for us, it’s mostly sand. Easy digging,” the man panted, coming up behind Magnus.
“Mace, it wasn’t luck. It’s why I dragged you all here. Look at that sun – stunning, isn’t it? Tomorrow it’ll be windy. Know why the sun sometimes turns crimson at sunset?” Magnus pointed at the sun.
“No idea,” Mace shrugged honestly.
“Why does it burn and not burn up?”
“Don’t know.”
“Pathetic, not knowing that. You’ve got three kids. What do you teach them? How to kill people?” Magnus smirked ironically.
“Architecture, art—” Mace began to enumerate.
Magnus cut him off:
“Stop. First teach them survival—in the forest, in the desert, at sea, in a criminal city. Shove architecture up your ass. Let’s go.”
Magnus and Mace turned away from the crimson sunset and walked into the forest. Approaching the men smoking by the deep grave, Magnus pointed to the massive roll of film and asked:
“Is that Teflon?”
“Yes. Teflon sheeting. And this is concentrated sulfuric acid in seven canisters, and this is hydrogen peroxide in three. Just as you ordered. We brought gloves too.” Mace held up the gloves.
“Line the bottom and walls with that sheeting.” Magnus commanded the two heavies. “Mace, give them the planks.”
“But why all this? Can’t we just keep it simple?” Mace asked.
“I want to test a recipe. Just curious. I call it the ‘Piranha solution.’ Remember what happened when we used ‘Aqua regia’ at the last job? That mix of nitric and hydrochloric acid. I want to compare effectiveness. I have this kind of interest—a hobby, you could say.” Magnus smiled.
The men climbed down into the grave and began spreading the sheeting while Mace directed them, handing planks at. Magnus watched the bustle. Suddenly behind him he heard a twig snap. He spun around and saw the previously bound man carefully tiptoeing away on his escape. Walking away with his back to Magnus, he didn't notice him draw a pistol from his holster and shoot him in the leg. The captive dropped instantly, screaming in agony, clutching his knee.
Everyone immediately dropped what they were doing. Mace ran to the wounded man and kicked him. 
“Mace, stop. His knee is already giving him enough trouble. Isn't that right, Nicolas?” Magnus grimaced.
Nicolas lay groaning, clutching his bloody knee. Mace dragged him by his good leg closer to the grave and re-bound his arms and legs with zip ties.
“Mace, are you an idiot? Hands in front again? Learn from your mistakes! Behind the back only!” Magnus hissed through clenched teeth.
He walked to the spot where Nicolas had been lying. He found two melted zip ties and a gold lighter. He pocketed the lighter and tossed the ties into the grave.
“What did I ever do to you? I’ll give each of you a hundred million euros. Each of you! A hundred! Just let me go!” Nicolas pleaded, fighting through the pain.
At these words, the two heavies stretching the sheeting in the grave exchanged glances. One of them silently gave a slow downward nod, slightly narrowing his eyes. The second answered with two quick nods, a faint smile crossing his lips.
“What are you standing around for! Keep stretching that sheeting! Those are empty promises!” Mace barked down into the grave.
“Nicolas, Nicolas. We’ve been hunting you for six months. Prepared thoroughly. All your money and all your houses, cars—they’ll be mine within the hour. Right now they’re yours, but in an hour it’ll all be mine! Quite a trick.” Magnus sneered, standing over Nicolas.
“That will never happen!” Nicolas groaned quietly.
“Why do you upset me? Making me waste bullets on you? Now you’ve got a piece of evidence against me lodged in your knee! Why so treacherous?” Magnus nudged the poor man with his foot.
“What am I guilty of? I don’t understand,” Nicolas agonized, grimacing from the pain.
“You’re guilty, Nicolas, of being extremely rich and forty years old with no child, no wife, not even one living relative—just your Monte Carlo gambling buddies, hookers and your parents’ enormous fortune. You’re not guilty of anything except the fact that I’m hungry. Feel better now?” Magnus snarled with fury. 
“But how will my money end up with you? I don’t understand,” Nicolas probed, writhing in pain.
“Mace, finish this comedy. Just strangle him,” Magnus said coldly, then walked back to his spot to admire the last sliver of the setting sun.

Mace helped one heavy climb out of the grave. He carefully inspected the sheeting’s attachment to the edges all around, then pulled out the second man. He took a cord from his pocket. Put on leather gloves. Wrapped the cord around one palm several times, then around the other. He nodded to his assistants to set Nicolas on his knees. Unhurried, he approached Nicolas from behind.
“Pray. You’ve got one minute,” Mace whispered into Nicolas’s ear, standing behind him.
Nicolas breathed heavily.
“I’m an atheist. I curse you all. May you all burn in hell!” Nicolas screamed.
“But you’re an atheist,” Mace said, slipping the cord over his head.
Mace took a powerful blow to the back of the head with a shovel and fell face-first onto Nicolas, losing consciousness.
The forest breathed with deceptive calm. Magnus stood with his back to the trees, expecting to hear Nicolas’s final gasps. Then silence was ripped by a sharp crack—like a whip. A bullet passed a centimeter from his head, and Magnus felt only a brief, tight punch of air at his temple. A moment later, the sound of the shot itself was heard - a heavy, rolling bang that echoed off the trees. On autopilot, from old military habit, he dropped to the ground. His face was blasted by the cold of damp grass; pine needles instantly bit into his palms. He didn’t smell gunpowder—that stayed with the shooter—but he tasted the rush of adrenaline instantly flooding his blood. His fingers instinctively gripped the cold, fine-grained handle of the pistol.
Magnus fired back. The sharp, dry recoil slammed into his wrist, forcing his hand to tense.
“Second,” Magnus exhaled. His voice sounded muffled, as if through a layer of cotton—a thin, drilling ring filled his ears after the shots.
A foot from him, a bullet buried itself in the sand. He watched a spray of sand explode in all directions. On the right, one of the heavyweights was running in zigzags towards Magnus, crashing through the bushes with a crash. In his hand, the steel of a shovel glinted dully.
“Third,” Magnus muttered, squeezing the trigger again.
This time the bullet found its mark. A distinct, soft slap—the sound of impact on a dense body. The man ran on a couple more steps by inertia, and he toppled, crushing the wet underbrush beneath him.
Silence fell over the forest. Somewhere high in the treetops, leaves rustled anxiously. Magnus's attacker disappeared behind a massive pine trunk. Magnus lunged forward to meet him, his lungs burning from the cold forest air. Bullets whistled overhead, digging into the sand behind him with short, dry cracks. Choosing the right moment, Magnus returned fire. He tried to count: ten, eleven, twelve... At thirteen, the numbers blurred, drowned out by the pounding of his own heart in his ears. He didn't know how many magazines the man behind the tree had, and this unknown factor chilled him to the bone more than any wind.
Suddenly the forest was stunned by emptiness. The sound of gunshotshad given way to a thin metallic ringing in his ears. Magnus lay pressed to the earth at the very edge of the forest; he felt the rough coolness of fallen pine needles against his cheek and heard a woodpecker tapping in the trees. Behind the pine tree, there was silence. The enemy had stopped shooting, occasionally peering out from behind the trunk. Minutes stretched, growing sticky with anticipation. The only sound in the forest was the ragged, hoarse breathing of both opponents. The air still held the faintest acrid aftertaste of gunfire. Finally, the silence became more eloquent than bullets: both had run out of ammunition. Magnus, without rising, felt for his holster. The leather creaked under his fingers as he forced the empty pistol into its slot.
Then he drew a folding knife. A dry, predatory click of the blade opening. Magnus rose. The heavy didn’t hesitate. He tossed his useless gun and snatched up a shovel. The iron clanged dully against a stone as he charged forward. Only a few meters of loose sand and the inevitability of a fight lay between them. Magnus stood on a small rise, feeling the sand treacherously crumble and slide under his boot soles. In his left hand—a heavy, rough chunk of stone; in his right—the handle of the folding knife, damp with sweat.  The opponent closed in. The old shovel in his hands carved heavy arcs, whistling through the air. Magnus barely dodged—the blade passed where his head had been an instant before and buried itself in the sand with a wet thud. Magnus lunged forward, striking with the knife, but the blade clinked uselessly against something hard under the man’s clothing and bounced off.

“Well, well, purebred—blade gone dull?” the giant rasped. He reeked of acrid tobacco and stale sweat.
The shovel crashed down from above. Magnus took the blow at a glancing angle, but the shaft still cracked into his shoulder with a crunch. A sharp, searing pain flared in the joint, blinding him for an instant. The heavy, sensing weakness, barreled forward, trying to knock down him with sheer mass. The world around Magnus slowed. He could see every grain of sand flying from under his enemy’s feet. When the shovel rose for the killing blow, he didn’t retreat but dove into the opponent’s shadow. The steel passed over the back of his head, sending a cold rush of air. A short, dry jab with the stone landed square on the bridge of the nose. A distinct crunch of breaking cartilage. The heavy bellowed—a sound like a wounded animal’s cry. The shovel fell from his numbed fingers. Magnus no longer felt the pain in his shoulder—he was in the zone, where only the rhythm of the fight and the next devastating blow existed. Magnus didn’t let him recover: his right fist, knife clenched inside, slammed into the man’s jaw. The punch was short and dry, bone on bone. A right hook. The knife in his fist only added weight to the blow, landing squarely on the jaw. The giant’s head snapped sideways, his eyes rolled back. But Magnus was already carried by the fury of survival. He drove a series of short blows into the body, feeling the blade sink into the soft tissue of the abdomen.
The heavy crashed to his knees, gasping for air, and Magnus delivered a final uppercut with the stone-clutching left hand. The dull thud of stone on chin-bone silenced the gurgling. The man toppled backward. Magnus stood and looked at his fallen enemy, someone else's blood dripping from his hands.
            He dropped to one knee beside the man’s head and shouted:
“Moron—a million wasn’t enough for you! Wanted a hundred million!”
He slit the still-living, dying heavy’s throat. 
“Forty-three years is not twenty-five. Getting too old for this. Where’d my speed go?” Magnus muttered aloud with sarcasm, getting up and walking toward the terrified Nicolas.
Approaching the Nicolas, he cut a piece of fabric from his shirt, saying:
“You won’t be needing it anyway.”
After carefully wiping the blood from his hands, Magnus dragged Mace to a tree and propped him up against the pine trunk. Mace began coming to. Magnus took the cord from Mace’s hands and went to Nicolas.
“Watch and learn! This is how it’s done!”
Fighting through the pain in his shoulder, gathering all his willpower, Magnus approached the Nicolas from behind and began strangling his victim.
“Go to hell! Damn you! Damn you! Damn you!” Nicolas managed to scream several times.
Soon another corpse appeared. Magnus, exhausted, collapsed on top of the still-warm Nicholas. He pushed himself away from the corpse with his hands and, rising to his feet, ordered: 
“Mace, quit loafing around. It’ll be dark soon. Help out.”
Mace clung to the tree trunk, struggling to his feet. He approached Magnus and, swaying with exhaustion, helped him heave the bodies into the grave. Magnus gritted his teeth against the pain, working one-handed as he dragged the weight across the dirt. With a final surge of strength, they emptied the ‘Piranha’ solution into the pit and retreated. Thick, acrid smoke billowed from the depths, swept away by the wind into the dark of the forest.
“Mace, that smoke is dangerous. Don’t breathe it in. This solution isn’t enough for three bodies. Come back tomorrow morning and pour in the same amount. But don’t fill in the pit. We’ll come back together in two days and see how Piranha dined. Curious what’ll be left. Then we will fill this hole.” Magnus instructed. 
“What if someone finds this pit by tomorrow? And calls the police?” Mace asked with concern.
“It’s not mushroom season—cold and miserable out. This is the enormous Mercantour National Park. It's 300 times larger than Monaco. And nine times larger than our beloved Nice. It's pure wilderness. This isn’t the charming Cours Saleya market. What idiot would trudge out here in this weather? Maybe a wild boar falls in. And give this lighter to our dear Nicolas. It’s his now. I know he loves gold accessories, so you'll make him happy.”
“I’ll clean up here tomorrow and make sure nothing’s left behind. I'll give the lighter to Nicolas tomorrow.”
“I’ll have to change this pistol now. Shame! I had a feeling they’d been having shady negotiations! They just hadn’t agreed on the price. Looks like Nicolas’s initial offer to them wasn’t more than mine. When Nicolas yelled ‘a hundred,’ he wasn’t yelling it at you and me—he was yelling at them. Seduced them. I only just realized it. My poor shoulder is paying for that mistake.”
“Greedy bastards,” Mace muttered.
“Should’ve dropped them while they were still digging—then we wouldn’t have had to drag them. And you, even though you graduated with a psychology degree, still haven’t learned to vet people. That’s damnably important, as you can see. Let’s get to our doctor—my shoulder is killing me. I can barely move my arm. And your head needs checking too.” Magnus rotated his shoulder and headed toward the car.
“I didn’t study psychology—I studied architecture with a minor in psychology,” Mace tried to defend himself. Mace trailed after Magnus. 
Six months passed. Magnus had to patiently wait for his shoulder to heal. Soon, he began cautiously working out again. Only in damp weather did his shoulder occasionally ache, reminding him of that evening at the Mercantour. Marcel recovered almost immediately. All of Nicolas's assets and real estate were successfully transferred to Magnus. A happy Nicolas look-alike, with $50 million in assets and a gold lighter in hand, returned to his hometown of Chambly, near Montreal.
“Beautiful weather! Shoulder doesn’t ache. Life is good. So much flirtation and excitement floating above this promenade right now. All for the sake of sweet love and sex. Seducing someone into sex—that’s the first step of an apprentice. Seducing people into replacing their lives—that’s the hundred-first step of a master. People change their lives for people like me. The first step remains the only one in most people’s lives, and they’re stupidly happy on it. How wonderful that only the rarest few set foot on the hundred-first step. That’s why the cream goes to them; the rest get buttermilk and slave labor.”
Such thoughts swirled in Magnus’s head and were carried away by the gentle Mediterranean evening breeze above the Promenade des Anglais in Nice. Sitting on the open terrace of his personal suite in his own hotel, he gazed pensively at the tranquil sea. Autumn had arrived—warm and dry this year. Tourists roaming the city in throngs savored the weather. The sea and the city’s revelrous spirit conquered their hearts.
Magnus owned several businesses, but he considered this hotel his favorite. He loved the place, with its cozy ground-floor café, so much that he personally selected every staff member, taking his time with each hire. For several years, he had fired huge numbers of workers; some quit on their own, cursing their boss for the wasted time and frayed nerves. Lately, however, strangely enough, Magnus has been satisfied with every employee—even the head chef.
A laptop on the patio table was constantly searching for something on the internet. Magnus occasionally turned from contemplating the sea to carefully read the newly opened pages. With a smile, he remembered his penniless young years—how he’d celebrated his first earned hundred dollars. And he reflected that now, amounts under a million no longer brought him the joy of those first earnings in his youth. He remembered how one chance newspaper clipping changed his entire life, how often he’d walked on a razor’s edge, but his instincts and luck had never once let him down, how for the sake of today he’d thrown all his youthful ideals in the trash, slammed the lid shut, and put a couple of bricks on top. His reminiscing was interrupted by a video call on his phone. After a deliberate pause, he reluctantly pressed the button. A beautiful girl’s face immediately appeared on screen.
“This is urgent! I’m in trouble! I’m at the police station on Foch. Bail me out, please!” the beauty pleaded insistently.
“How’d you end up there? Are you under arrest?”
“Arrested. But I’m not guilty. I was defending myself. Come! It’s filthy here and the conditions are terrible!”
“Hang tight. I’m on my way.” Magnus grimaced and left the terrace with great reluctance.
On the way, he called his lawyer. Shortly after, they walked into the cell together.
"Tell me, how are you? Do you like this minimalist interior?" Magnus asked half-jokingly, looking back at the camera.
“I was just sitting in a café, having lunch. You know I hate cooking, Magnus. Then this heavyset man, about forty, sits down at my table. Offers to buy me wine. Says he’s a millionaire. I tell him to get lost. I call the waiter to set this old man straight. But his hairy paw suddenly squeezes my knee under the table.”
“The nerve! Should’ve given him a hook to the liver.” Magnus demonstrated a boxing hook with his hands.
“I didn’t scream. Cold calculation in my head—the technique you taught me kicked in automatically. I grabbed his wrist with my left hand, and with the base of my right palm struck him square on the open chin. Then hit him in the Adam’s apple, and he crumpled into a ball.”
“Perfectly executed.” Magnus smirked.
The lawyer winced at Magnus’s commentary.
“His friends at the next table instantly stopped laughing. Three brutes, each weighing three hundred pounds, jumped up simultaneously, knocking over their chairs. The boldest one whipped a switchblade from under his jacket. The blade clicked open.”
“You're crazy, bitch?!” he shouted in clean Russian. 
“I slipped out from behind the table before he finished his sentence. A knife means distance. I closed it to zero. Sidestepped his lunge, caught his forearm—and his elbow cracked under my weight. The knife clattered to the floor. I added a knee to his torso, knocking out whatever booze was left in him.”
“Attagirl!” Magnus praised.
“The other two rushed me at once. One tried to grab me from behind, but I swept his legs using his own momentum, and he belly-flopped into the next table’s dessert tray. The third one—I just smashed his own beer mug into his face. Whole thing took just a few seconds. I liked it! I casually went back to my table, closed my laptop, and reached for my purse—but then the doors burst open.”
POLICE! NE BOUGEZ PLUS!
“Someone on staff managed to hit the panic button. A police patrol detained me. Five minutes later I was sitting in a cruiser, handcuffed to the rail. At the station, they gave me the ‘warm welcome.’ They took my belt, shoelaces, purse with laptop, and my phone. ‘You’re making a mistake,’ I told them. ‘Check the security footage from the café." 
“A sound demand,” the lawyer approved.
“The police said they’d already reviewed the cameras. But they didn’t see a man’s hand on my knee under the table. What they did see perfectly clearly was that I threw the first punch. And that’s my story,” the detainee finished.
“Understood. This is your third time in six months. Maybe you dress too provocatively? Provoking men?” the lawyer inquired.
“Whose lawyer are you—mine or theirs? Open your eyes! I’m not wearing makeup! I’m in baggy jeans and an oversized windbreaker. How am I provoking anyone? Should I become invisible?” The girl spread her arms, gesturing to her clothes. 
“We’ll sort this out now. Wait.” Magnus knocked on the cell door, which a policeman opened.
Fifteen minutes later, Magnus and the lawyer returned, having settled all the legal matters, and the three of them left the station. Magnus took the defiant girl back to the hotel, to his private family suite.
“Did you forget what day it is? It’s my day off! Nobody is allowed to disturb me. Not even you! I don’t have problems. You have problems. Understood? You savagely ruined my evening!” Magnus berated the girl as they entered the suite.
Magnus often scolded himself for his rare moments of weakness—like today. Years ago, yielding to one such fleeting moment of pity, he had taken in a little orphan. What had struck him then was the knowing gaze of the little girl and the pit of misery she’d landed in. Their eyes met. What passed between them wasn’t a spark but something greater. Understanding. Recognition. Life as an orphan in a tent with a random, perpetually drunk woman who’d taken her in—even in Paris—brought no happiness to the perpetually hungry girl.
“You were my eternal savior. I still remember your warm hand in faraway Paris. Why did you reach out to me then? You had to argue with your wife because of me. You provided a home for me,” the girl said, interrupting Magnus’s memories.
“Hopelessness is a prison where the best way out is another person’s faith!” Magnus deflected, hiding behind an aphorism.
“And honestly? Without the clever sayings. It’s rare for anyone to take in someone else’s child. You treat me like a little sister. Strictly demanded I study hard and play sports. Why?”
“Probably I like feeling like an older brother. What my parents couldn’t give me, I took from life myself. But that’s not the whole truth.” Magnus stepped onto the terrace and gazed at the sea for a long time.
“Sorry.” She followed him out.
Both stood on the terrace. Each lost in their own though
“When you grow up, I’ll tell you. When you have your own children. Right now you wouldn’t understand. I did have doubts when I reached out my hand to you back then. But as you can see—I wasn’t wrong.” Magnus didn’t take his eyes off the sea. “And why did you take my hand?”
“I remember you smelled so good. Like vanilla and cocoa.”
“Children have interesting logic. But you’re not a child anymore! You got your first assignment. Note, Maria, I only gave it to you after your million persistent requests. And after barely two steps, you’re already breaking the rules. Remember—our business is done only at the office during work hours. At home, no work whatsoever. Strictly! You were just lucky I happened to be nearby, and my whole family is currently at the country estate.”
Magnus poured himself some wine and put on a Joe Cocker concert. He continued:
“I’m a family man. I love my wife dearly, my children. And I categorically refuse to let my family know anything extra about my business or my associates. What would my wife think, seeing a girl as beautiful as you here, while I’m alone? Why would I want her horrible doubts, when I truly love my wife with all my heart and have never once been unfaithful?”
“But I’m practically your sister! How could she think badly?” Maria protested.
“The key word is ‘practically.’ My father cheated on my mother terribly. I knew it, I saw it, but I never told Mom—to spare her. It still infuriates me that my father wasn’t just cheating on Mom—he was betraying me. His own son, for some miserable tramp! I hated him. I don’t want my children to hate me. I desperately don’t want them to fear me! Learn to solve problems yourself instead of dumping them on others. You could have easily spent the weekend in that cell and called on Monday.” Magnus, overflowing with rage, slammed his right fist into his open left palm.
“Sorry, sorry, sorry. I didn’t plan to bother you on the weekend—it just happened. And of course I understand your wife and her jealousy—it’s easy to fall in love with you. In a word, you’re any woman’s dream. Your wife is lucky! Handsome—” Maria wanted to say more, but Magnus stopped her with a gesture: enough.
“Fine. I didn’t know your childhood scars still haunted you like this. Maybe you should see a therapist?”
“My therapist is the punching bag at the gym and new projects! Got it?” Magnus snapped.
“Got it.”
Magnus’s phone rang. He looked at the number and whispered with a smile:
"Speak of you — and a hundred years to you!" 
He pressed “answer” and began speaking with pauses as he listened to his wife.
“Hi, sweetheart! Yes, I’m at my hotel right now. I’ve got an early meeting in town tomorrow morning. It wasn’t canceled.”
“I don’t want to argue with you. Yes, damn work!”
“So kiss the kids for me. Melatonin is important! Don’t let them stay up late.”
“Tell them that when I get back, I’ll explain why the sun and moon look bigger at sunrise and sunset. Kids love riddles. Let them try to find the answer themselves. Ask them not to look it up online.”
“I love you too—just a little more than you love me.”
After hanging up, Magnus still glowed with warm, radiant domesticity for a moment. Maria couldn’t believe her eyes and ears. He strongly reminded her of a big, soft teddy bear that Magnus had given her long ago for her birthday.
“Tell me, how and where did you meet your wife?” Maria’s eyes sparkled with curiosity.
“That story is best told by my wife. Next time you’re at our place, ask her. She’ll be delighted to tell you. In that situation, she showed herself to be astonishingly brave and resourceful for a woman—you could say she saved me. I’ve been head over heels ever since. Any more questions?” Magnus smiled, gradually calming down as past memories returned.
“I have just one more question for today. May I?”
“Go ahead.”
“I don’t like this new name—Maria. All my problems probably come from it. I just can’t learn to speak Russian without an accent. There are lots of Russian tourists in the city. I deliberately strike up conversations, try to speak cleanly, and they still ask me what country I’m from and where I learned to speak so well.”
“Watch films, sing along to songs in Russian. Maybe that’ll help?”
“You said we’re pressed for time. I won’t make it! I just can’t imagine what to do. We need to change the cover. Let me be not a Russian student, but a French exchange student who came to Russia on a program. That’ll explain my accent,” the girl proposed.
“Fine, we’ll change the passport and adjust the cover. Though documents of that quality cost a fortune—but whatever. Get used to the name. I like the name Maria. You know I consider the letter M lucky. And my favorite motto is ‘we can.’ My name starts with that letter, so I’m happy and rich. Millionaires, billionaires—also M. We’ll adjust the cover.” Magnus agreed, then after a short pause asked: “How’s Michel doing? What’s new with him?”
“Thanks, Magnus! From Michel’s comments on his blog and Facebook, nothing special. My impression is that Michel is a simple guy with big scientific ambitions but perpetually short on cash. We need to hurry! Recently he was boasting about brilliant research results and said he’ll make a breakthrough very soon. Then we won’t be able to tempt him with millions. We have to move fast,” Maria said, looking confidently at Magnus.
“Maria, money doesn’t always determine a person’s motives. In Russia, the average salary for doctors and teachers is five to seven thousand dollars a year. Only raving idiots would study for years for that kind of pay. Or fanatics of their craft, for the sake of gruel and a kennel in a high-rise anthill. So it’s forty percent idiots, forty percent fanatics, twenty percent sensible. Though maybe only ten percent sensible?” Magnus scratched the back of his head.
“You’re wrong,” Maria objected.
“Unlikely. So your task is to learn as much about him as possible. Which percentage he falls into. We can’t make mistakes—there’s a damn fortune at stake.” Magnus lectured Maria. “You can’t fully judge a person from internet posts. We need to know everything about him—sometimes even tiny nuances determine a person’s actions. All his weaknesses should be laid bare in the palms of our hands. Find them, and we’ll use them!”
"I disagree. You don’t know Russia well. Russia has produced many great people. Read the history! I'm off to Russia, but I still don't know the story behind our firm. It matters to me. How it all started. Will you tell me? I’m truly interested, please,” Maria asked.
“It’s not interest; it’s a burning thirst for answers,” Magnus chuckled.
Had Maria made this request at the office, the answer would have been no. But today Magnus was relaxing, drinking wine with his favorite cheese. He couldn’t see but could feel the departing sun melting into the azure waves. The warm breeze washed away the previous nervous tension, leaving only a quiet rapture at the realization that he was part of this endless serenity. So Maria was simply lucky.
“All right, sit down and listen. No one’s ever heard this story— even I’m amazed by it.” Pouring himself a glass of red wine, Magnus settled comfortably into a large, plush armchair for a long tale:
“I was born in Parole, Maryland. Ever since I was a child, I’ve dreamed of becoming an officer, inspired by the war movies I grew up watching. I wanted to be one of America's greatest defenders. In high school, I trained every day, running through rain and cold without hesitation. Eventually, I attended the Naval Academy in Annapolis. Just as I did in high school, I excelled academically, earning top grades in every subject. Honestly, I’ve always been a quick learner, so staying at the top of my class felt natural to me."
“You were a straight-A student?” Maria was surprised.
“Yes. But because of my personality, I always had strained relations with my commanding officers. Officers turned out to be far less romantic than my childhood imagination. I despise being commanded by idiots. One day, in my fourth year, I lost it and fought with an arrogant general’s son. Bloody fight. I was expelled in disgrace. My achievements couldn’t save me.”
“ It was reckless! Tell me about the fight!”
“It’s a long story with a long backstory. Hellishly long. I’ll tell you some other time. We fought not for pride but for blood. Ever since, I’ve hated generals. After coming home with that résumé, I couldn’t get into a single university. Went looking for work. I’m an only child, born late. My father drank. My mother was ill. My parents died soon after. Crushed by everything piling up, I hit the bottle. I was twenty-two years old then. One day I was swatting flies with a newspaper and accidentally read an article saying that everyone in the world has a doppelgänger—or even a triplet. The article was useless, but the information stuck in my head like a splinter.”
“That’s destiny!” Maria nodded affirmatively.
“Possibly. Time passed. I stopped drinking. And then—a miracle. One day, flipping through a fresh newspaper, I spotted my own photo. At first I didn’t understand, but then it hit me—it was a story about my double. I stared at the photo and couldn’t believe my eyes. This guy was from a wealthy family but had gone insane. Their parents had died in a car crash, leaving a substantial inheritance to the children: a brother and a sister.”
Magnus went to the cabinet. Took out an old newspaper and handed it to Maria. Maria found the photo and began reading the short article.
“The sister had poisoned her brother’s mind with special drugs, turning him into a genuine vegetable— that only came to light as the op concluded. Somehow an idea formed in my mind. At first I fought it, telling myself every morning: ‘No, I won’t go through with this—it’s inhuman, God won’t forgive me.’ But evening would come, I’d have a few beers, and my thoughts would swing to the opposite direction.”
“That’s called a split personality,” Maria joked.
“Exactly. I convinced myself that my double was just a mindless animal. He didn’t care, and I could do better with that inheritance. Nighttime thoughts were easier to talk to—they were always on my side. Together, we’d scream at the morning ones: 'We can! We can!' In response, we’d hear a silent protest: 'It’s not right. You won't be able to live with yourself.' But we’d roar back with drunken rage: 'We can! We can! We can!'"
“You definitely need a therapist,” Maria laughed.
“In that verbal duel, the evening thoughts—with my help—overcame the morning ones, and I sat down to draft a detailed capture plan. My military academy education didn’t go to waste. The plan seemed simple but dangerous. I sold my parents’ house and everything they owned, then vanished from all neighbors and acquaintances, departing in an unknown direction.”
"That's rough."
“I hired two thugs, and we drove to the asylum. It was evening. Only the night shift was on duty. With tears in my eyes, I talked a nurse into letting me see my ‘twin.’ Slipped her a hundred, and fifteen minutes later she led me to my insane doppelgänger. Seeing me tenderly embrace my unresponsive brother, the nurse stepped out and closed the door. I swapped clothes with him in an instant. Now I sat on the bed, unresponsive, playing the madman.”

Topping off his wine, he continued the story.

“Soon the nurse came back, demanding I leave. I said I wanted to walk my brother to the gate. The nurse didn’t notice who exactly mumbled that, because she was looking down the corridor. She preferred not to argue. At the gate, the nurse took another hundred, unlocked it, and I discreetly pushed the lunatic outside. I saw the thugs grab him under the arms. Closing the gate, the nurse took me by the elbow and led me back to the ward.”
“It was really that simple?” Maria was amazed.
“Yes. That simple. That mundane. The next day, nobody noticed the swap. Every pill the nurse gave me, I spit out unnoticed. Two weeks passed. The attending doctor was surprised by my first coherent words. Over the following two weeks I made excellent progress. Soon, learning of my recovery, my look-alike’s sister came to visit. In front of the doctor she showed her joy, but when we were alone, I could see hatred overflowing in her.”
“This sister is a poisonous snake! How can you treat your own brother like that! Scum!” Maria jumped up and began pacing the room in indignation.
“But I also noticed she had doubts. She found photos of her brother on her phone and compared them with me. She silently looked back and forth between the photos and my face. After she left, I understood the cause of her brother’s insanity. She brought homemade cookies, passing them off as store-bought, and was very persistent about feeding me. Sensing something was wrong, I flatly refused, saying I had only just finished lunch." 
“I’d strangle her with my bare hands!” Maria demonstrated how she’d do it.
“Before her next visit, the nurse came to my room and said my sister would be coming at noon with my favorite cookies, so I shouldn’t eat breakfast. She’d lock my room so I couldn’t get to the cafeteria.”
“Pure wickedness…”
“I didn’t deliberate long. I swung a chair corner straight into my own teeth and lips. But I guess I became convinced she was going to make me eat poisoned cookies, and out of fear, I went overboard. Split both my upper and lower lips and broke two teeth at the root. I told the doctors I’d slipped and hit the bed frame. They stitched my lips and pulled both teeth. My face swelled up.” Magnus pointed to a small scar on his lip. Then he held both hands beside his head to show how enormous his face had become. Maria laughed and sat back in her chair.
“When the sister came, I could not eat her cookies. My whole face was swollen, and I could only eat liquids.  Turns out she’d also brought a large photo of her brother. She held it up to my face, comparing. In a rage, she threw the photo on the bed and ran off to yell at the chief doctor again. I seized the moment and hid the photo. Everyone searched for it. Useless. That night I took it out and destroyed it.”
“Smart thinking. Bravo!”
“I kept throwing away all of my sister’s treats. Within six months, the medical board declared me fully competent and discharged me. The staff was baffled by the sister’s behavior—she showed no joy at my recovery, constantly demanding additional evaluations and accusing the doctors of incompetence. Walking through the hospital gates, I got into a waiting taxi. Checking the address in my discharge papers, I set off.”
“Long time you lived in that nuthouse,” Maria sympathized.
“The house turned out to be a magnificent estate with grounds. I was elated. Whenever minor misunderstandings arose, I blamed memory loss from my illness. It took another six months to arrange the ‘accident.’ The sister was too greedy and too lonely. When her boyfriend—a thug I’d hired—proposed a trip to Africa at his expense, she happily agreed. In reality, of course, I’d paid for the trip.”
“I hate her!”
“As the newspapers later reported, during an organized hunting expedition she wandered off from the group, got lost, and was mauled by a lion. A horrible death. I was delighted! The plan was executed flawlessly. My alibis were ironclad, and no one suspected me. ‘We did it! We can!’ I yelled triumphantly at my morning voice.”
“Serves her right!”
“Soon after, I sold the estate with its grounds, the finest hotel in town, and a chain of gas stations. Then, with a briefcase stuffed with cash and a fat bank account, I left for France. That was to start a new life and avoid any chance of accidental exposure. The first operation was a success—highly profitable. I began a new life.” Magnus drained his glass.
“Because of me, some people shed tears—but weak and arrogant billionaires should cry too as they disappear. Conscientious rich people are on our white list.” Magnus smiled.
“You’re a legend! You’re like a wolf fulfilling the role of a predatory janitor. It’s an important and useful role in nature as well as in the business world. I’m like Mowgli, and you’re like Akela. Just don’t miss! I’m simply lucky we met and you saved me! You pulled yourself out of the mud and me out of that filthy tent. How many operations have you done total?” Maria asked.
“Not many. Only five. Four successful and highly profitable. A total of nineteen principal targets killed. Gone into oblivion, but they’re not worth mourning—all greedy, cruel, penny-pinching billionaires. Not a single decent person among them. Now their money works for a decent man and for charity. That’s damn wonderful! The death of each of these rich men brings enormous benefit to many people through the foundations.”
“I often see those types, dripping with diamonds, flaunting themselves on the coast—on yachts and in casinos.” Maria wrinkled her nose.
Taking a model of a three-masted ship from the shelf, Magnus placed it before Maria.
“This model was built by a boy. Look at the tiny details. He was blind after an injury. Our foundation fully paid for his surgery and rehabilitation. Now he has full sight. This is his gift to me! There should be at least some justice in this world. If the Michel operation works, it’ll be our sixth. Each one is unique and worthy of its own novel. Breathtaking adventures. They awaken the hunter’s thrill in me!”
“You killed nineteen principal targets. What does ‘principal’ mean?”
“Principal means those written into the script. But they have all kinds of security details, bodyguards, various advisors. Often we have to punch holes through them along the way. There’s a Russian saying: ‘When you chop the forest, chips fly!’ But they’re not worth mourning. Because those who protect evil, who cushion its mistakes, are an even greater evil—they enable it and expand its sphere of influence. There are many of them - we don’t count them. They’re human garbage. You don’t count how many bags of trash you throw out per month, per year. Neither do I.”
“One unsuccessful one?”
"To my great regret, yes. I lost two toes. Several broken ribs. The bulletproof vest saved me. Now I try to avoid direct involvement in active operations. We lost ten agents. Marcel lost a brother. The Focus-Group family turned out to be smarter than I imagined. Someday I'll tell you about it, as a lesson. So that you learn from my mistakes, not your own."
"Focus- Group? Who are they?"
"Get used to the jargon—that's our terminology. Focus- Group are a family of billionaires. The Focus-Persona is the heir for whom we've found a double—we're replacing him. And the Candidate is the one who replaces the Focus-Persona. He's our double." 
“Noted. Why did you choose Nice and not Paris or Miami? What makes it better?”
“It’s simple. There are few places like this on our planet. From the north, this region is sheltered by low mountains covered in deciduous and coniferous forests. And to the south—the warm sea. And my family adores swimming in the sea!” Magnus beamed.
“For me, Nice isn’t just a dot on a map either—it’s a daily rendezvous with divine beauty. Every breath of sea air laced with lavender and every glance at the Baie des Anges makes my heart beat to the rhythm of an endless celebration. Some mornings begin with the crunch of a hot baguette from the bakery on the corner and the salty kiss of the wind, while I run barefoot along the still-cool pebbles at the very edge of the turquoise water.”
“There aren’t more places this beautiful on earth?” Maria pried with curiosity.
“There are a few. But they exist. For example, the southern coast of Crimea, Sardinia, Sithonia in Greece. But the service there is nonexistent. Land’s cheap, though.”
“Service matters to me too. We’re all blissfully happy to live here. But some locals don’t appreciate it and complain about life. I’ve chatted with some of your hotel staff, and there’s not a single complainer among them. Can you imagine? Everyone’s satisfied. There’s some kind of mystery to your hotel. Can you explain it?”
“It’s simple. Our salary levels are twenty to thirty percent above the Nice norm. Plus two long paid vacations a year. Plus all duties are clearly laid out in detailed job descriptions. When there’s clarity in responsibilities, it’s easier for employees to work. I have a goal: my employees should be happy, so that no one can humiliate them without cause—the way I was humiliated at the academy.”
“Everyone has a different idea of happiness. Is the word ‘should’ even compatible with happiness? You really should see a therapist to stop setting goals like that. Just pay well, like you do. Is it hard to maintain such high salaries? You’ll go bankrupt at this rate.”
“We use tax optimization.”
“Tax optimization? What does that mean?”
“Curious girl, aren’t you?” Magnus chuckled.
“Inquisitive,” Maria corrected with a smile.
“I don’t tell anyone about this. But I’ll tell you, as someone close, for your general education. Let’s take a walk.” Magnus opened the door.
They left the suite, went down to the ground floor, exited through the back door into a courtyard, and found themselves on a children’s playground.
“See that annex to our hotel? That’s a private daycare center. But on paper, this—” he gestured broadly at the hotel with both hands, “—is our daycare center. And all the hotel employees are listed as childcare workers and nannies. Get it?”
“Clever move. But it could blow up at any moment. You know so much, Magnus. Where could I find a guy like you? I seem to attract only simpletons.”
“Lower your standards. Don’t look for someone at my level. I’m an anomaly,” Magnus stated seriously.
In response, Maria smiled but said nothing. After a moment she clarified:
“When do I get more detailed information about the operation? I need time to better understand the country where Michel lives.”
“Tomorrow at the office we’ll start going over the assignment. It’s late—let’s call it a night. See you tomorrow, Maria.”
Maria was delighted by the evening, having received so much fascinating information. Before sleep, together with his evening thoughts, Magnus grumbled at his own sentimental openness. The next morning they met at the office. Ordinary furniture, reference books, a video projector, a computer, enormous speakers.
“Ready to listen?” Having received Maria’s affirmative reply, Magnus continued: “This operation will be the most complex one yet. The security for the Focal-Group is led by a former special operations officer from the U.S. military. His name is Captain Kane Rocco. He’s assembled a strong and ruthless team, because they also have to suppress worker unrest at the Focal-Group mines in Africa. Their methods are quite harsh—even by my standards. We have to outplay him.” 
“But he’s not a billionaire. Kane Rocco is an ordinary officer. Will he be harmed too?” Maria asked.
“Possibly. He covers for evil. If we pull this off, you and I will become significantly richer. More than anything in this world, I hate the generals of the U.S. Army. They humiliated me and destroyed my childhood dream. I need to punish them. It’s my only unfulfilled dream in life. But for that, I need a damn fortune. I have a detailed plan.”
Magnus pressed a button on the remote control lying nearby.
Curtains on the wall began to part. An enormous wall was covered with tables, graphs, and various photographs. Maria approached for a closer look.
“This is my plan. Like a battle plan. I want to crash the value of military companies on the stock market. During the collapse, buy up the right shares and become the controlling shareholder of military-industrial companies. The entire military elite will be in my fist! I’ve thought through every detail—it’s entirely realistic. But I need billions of dollars. As many as possible! I want you to understand how critical this operation’s success is to me. That’s why it’ll be complex. Can we do it? Are you ready to play these grown-up games?”
“For me, this is my first role, and the beginning matters most. I won’t spare myself!” Maria looked with confidence. “But I see an obvious flaw in your dream’s execution.” 
“What?” Magnus was surprised.
“Didn’t you study history? Suppose you buy everything and become the controlling shareholder. Then you start bulldozing your way through, the way you love, flaring up like gunpowder. But all that’ll be left of you is smoke! The U.S. and French governments will send troops into your factories and confiscate everything. Under any pretext. History is full of such examples. They seized the Renault factory, for instance. I’ll prepare a report for you on these expropriations. You need to be smarter!”
“Thank you! I’m impressed by your knowledge! Would they really stoop that low?”
“After all your stories, I think you’re hiding your true dream. All your grand plans aren’t the goal or the dream—they’re the means to achieve them. When you finally tell me about your childhood and parents, about your bloody fight, about life at the academy—maybe then together we can figure out your real dream?” Maria looked at Magnus questioningly.
“You reason like a therapist. But you’re not one! Now let’s get back to our current business. Listen and watch the projector screen. I was deciding which billionaires could be included in the Focus-Group list. I’ve vetted every wealthy person on the planet against several specific criteria. For example, Bill Gates, Buffett—philanthropists. Not interesting to us.” Magnus smirked.
“Anyone from Russia?” Maria asked.
“About a hundred thirty billionaires in Russia. Not interesting—they’re completely dependent on the Kremlin master’s boot. All Chinese billionaires depend on the state. So we cross out countries like that entirely. Trump has five children and many grandchildren; some of them might notice changes in him or his heirs if he is replaced. We exclude such billionaires with extensive family connections from our Focus-Group. Now here’s where it gets interesting for us. And so on—look, familiar faces, and some not.” Magnus scrolled through the projector pages with relish. 
“Where do you get so much personal information about people?” Maria marveled.
“I own a tabloid in Europe with an American bureau. My reporters constantly funnel intel on the super-rich directly into our closed database. On top of that, I’m a minority shareholder of a TV channel with correspondents in several countries. Plus, I have a friend who was close with Jeffrey... before they killed him.” Magnus smirked. 
"I didn't know that." Maria looked at Magnus with even greater respect.
“The systematized information within these walls—many would pay millions for it. But we already have millions; what we need is billions.”
“So who are our Focal-Group?” Maria pressed.
“Vile and obscenely wealthy. A grandpa and grandma with their grandson.  Billionaires. They live in New Haven near New York City. Owners of copper and gold mines in Congo. The grandson’s name is Andrew. Andrew’s parents died long ago in a car crash. The grandson is the Focal-Person. He’s Michel’s doppelgänger—or the other way around, doesn’t matter. Michel fits all his parameters. They’re identical, like two drops of water. There’s a triplet too, but Michel is the closest match to the heir. His walk, his movements are identical—even laugh are the same.” 
“Got photos? May I see?” Maria asked eagerly.
Taking a folder of photos from a drawer, he handed it to her:
“Here, look. We even have video of Andrew—even without his underwear. First, we need the same materials on Michel. Only when we’ve confirmed complete identity do we start recruiting and prepping Michel for the replacement. I have a dossier on Michel, but it’s thin. Preparation could take about a year, but it’s worth it. And the operation itself—about a year. Then billions will be in our pockets.”
“Michel won’t agree! He’s not a risk-taker. He’ll weigh everything. Think forever.” Maria shook her head doubtfully.
“Maria, that’s exactly why you’re going there—to make him fall in love with you, to turn his head. Seduce him, tempt him. Give him courage. How can anyone not fall in love with you? Look at yourself in the mirror. Walking down the street with you is impossible—every man turns around to stare.”
“I’ll do my best to make him fall and convince him!”
“Where else can he earn fifty million dollars in a year? Tell me—where? I’ll answer for you. Nowhere. Only with us. Besides, there’s zero risk for him—I’ve thought it all through. If it goes wrong, the fall guy won’t be me, you, or Michel—it’ll be someone else. Every detail is worked out, right here.” Magnus tapped his forehead with his index finger.
«What if he falls in love with me and later realizes I used him? He’ll hate us both. A scorned man is a threat! And what if he’s smarter than we think? Or not smarter — more treacherous? What if he turns us both in to the police just for revenge?» 
«Then I’ll tell him the Nicolas story. If he doesn't change his mind then, we'll just brutally kill him and test the effects of the 'Magic Acid'. So be smart about seducing him — but prepare an exit plan. I’ll think about how to put a golden yoke on him so he plows only our field and is happy to do it. You’ve given me something to chew on.» Magnus scratched the back of his head thoughtfully. 
“I haven’t even met him yet, but I already feel sorry for Michel. I hope he’ll be on our side. I know I can seduce almost anyone. I know how men look at me. I’m tired of that kind of attention—I still haven’t seriously fallen in love with anyone. Sometimes I want to become invisible. I can’t relax. I have manic hypercontrol. I plan every detail ten years ahead. But then a butterfly flies by and it all crumbles.” Maria confessed with sadness in her voice.
“You’re amazing me. We’ve got huge plans, and you’re feeding me this crap!” Magnus snapped.
“Don’t be angry. How did you find Michel? Russia alone has over a hundred million people. And you were searching the whole world—that’s impossible. How do you find a person among that many? It’s easier to find a ring in the ocean.” Maria marveled at Magnus’s abilities.
“People make mistakes when they post their photos and videos online, on various sites, run blogs. They easily fall into the orbit of con artists and intelligence agencies. I have an AI-based agent program that searches for doppelgängers around the clock. You feed it a source photo. From the results, I personally select the closest match. If you like, let’s run the program and find your double while you’re in Russia. We’ll find her. Within six months, guaranteed.” Magnus offered.
“No thanks, no need.” Maria declined, frightened for some reason by the unknown consequences of such a search and her lack of desire to meet her own doppelgänger.
“Your loss. It’s fascinating. I found all of mine. And I monitor them. It’s fun. I can find a replacement for anyone, regardless of their wealth. That gave me an idea: a subsidiary to swap out millionaires en masse. As soon as I open this company, fifty million millionaires will tremble with fear. And their doppelgangers will smile. As for me, I’m sticking to billionaires. It’s more interesting—and a lot more challenging.”
“Artificial intelligence can be of great help in this regard, not only in finding body doubles but also in assessing their psychological readiness to replace a millionaire. After all, who wouldn't want to step into such a life? There are millions of candidates for the role. I recently submitted a DNA test. They say AI can quickly find relatives through databases. But they have to be in those DNA databases. So far—silence. My parents would be around forty to fifty now. I hope we still have time. And that we’ll meet. I worry they’re in trouble and I can’t help them.” Maria sighed sadly. “What if someday they end up on your Focal-Group list? That terrifies me. I feel sick just thinking about it.”
“Nonsense. The wealthy would never abandon their child!” Magnus declared confidently.
Maria fell silent, lost in thought.
“Maria, let’s work! You have all autumn and winter to prepare. You fly to Michel in early spring. Perfect time to bewitch and reel him in.” Magnus sat Maria down at the computer.

At that very moment, on the opposite side of the world, in Arizona, on a private training facility, Kane Rocco stood on a watchtower with his arms folded across his chest. The dust out there was red and acrid—like in Congo. At forty-five, he had endured a great deal in his life. On the field below, twenty of his operatives were gasping for air. They had just completed a forced march carrying copper loads—a simulation of evacuating valuables from an African mine.
“Halt!” Captain Rocco’s booming voice easily covered the entire facility. “Alpha team, take sector three! Your scenario: ambush by militants in sectors two and five.”
Kane believed in the stress factor. At his signal, sound grenades detonated along the perimeter. While the men tried to regain their senses, Kane cleared the tower stairs in two leaps and was instantly in the thick of it. One of the guards—a young, tall kid—hesitated, swinging his weapon toward the supposed threat. Rocco materialized behind him. A sharp strike behind the knees, and the kid crashed into the dust. Kane pinned his neck with his boot while simultaneously drawing a knife from another fighter’s sheath.
“You’re dead,” Rocco hissed, pressing the knife to his throat. “Our mistress is already in the trunk of a jeep, and her head is on its way to the village.”
He hoisted the skinny fighter by the scruff of the neck with one hand.
“In Africa, copper is expensive and your lives are worth nothing. If I see any of you with a finger on the trigger before you’re thinking with your head, I’ll terminate you without severance. Or simply leave you there in the dunes. Three-hundred-sixty-degree awareness!” Kane barked.
Kane walked over to the tactical map on the hood of an SUV. His mind worked like a processor: in a second he identified three critical errors in the fighters’ positioning that would have cost them their lives.
“Three more laps. With the load. One for each mistake. If anyone drops, you all start over. I’m not training security guards. I’m building a shield that won’t crack under bullets.”
Kane—hardness incarnate—knew: at the mines, politeness kills faster than a 7.62 caliber round. While his fighters ran their laps, Kane meticulously studied surveillance reports from around Andrew’s grandmother’s estate on his tablet. He immediately placed a call:
“I’m reviewing the house reports and I see an unfamiliar car drove past the gates twice. Run the plates through the police. And send me the info. You have ten minutes.”
A light rain was falling. Occasional passersby hurried along the promenade under their umbrellas. Magnus sat in his café, eating lunch and watching the waterfront. He loved and always looked forward to this time of year. It was precisely in November that the city shed its resort mask and revealed its true, aristocratic and profound soul—impossible to glimpse in the tourist crowds. Pure bliss—to escape the cold promenade into his own café, where behind the glass he was greeted by steaming onion soup, robust red wine, and a warm, cosy dimness. As Magnus was finishing his tea, a lean man entered the café. Shaking off his umbrella and wiping his glasses, he headed for Magnus’s table.
“Hello, Magnus! Glad to see you here.” He stood beside Magnus’s table.
Looking up from his contemplation of the Promenade, Magnus turned to the visitor:
“Hello. I’m afraid I might be wrong. Your name is Walter? You own the hotel a couple of blocks away?”
“Yes. I’m surprised you know me.”
“I read an article about your hotel in the paper, with your photo. About five years ago. They praised you for strict waste sorting at the hotel. Even in the guest rooms. We haven’t gotten there yet. So you’re a credit to the business! Please, sit down. What brings you here?”
“You have a remarkable memory. I assumed everyone had long forgotten about that. I came here to have lunch. I allow myself this luxury occasionally. Our café is a bit cheaper, but yours is far tastier. It may not be obvious to look at me, but I love good cuisine.” Walter smiled ironically.
“Agreed, we have a wonderful chef. With age I’ve become more finicky about food. In my youth I could wolf down a loaf of bread with a quart of milk and be perfectly happy.”
“Where did you find such a chef? A rare specimen.”
"Simple. Placed an ad. Fifteen people responded. I brought in three tasters. It was their pick.” 
“Do you understand why those fifteen came to you?”
“I didn’t ask.”
“Your posted salary is thirty percent above market! Plus bonuses!” Walter nervously chewed his lip.
“Perhaps. I look at the cost of living, not at what my colleagues pay their staff. So I set salaries at a level that makes my employees happy.”
“Do you actually think about your employees’ happiness?”
“Why would I lie? You’re not a tax inspector or a prosecutor.” Magnus smiled warmly and, rising from the table, said goodbye: “Pleasure to meet you in person, Walter. I have a meeting now. Bon appétit!”
Leaving the café, Magnus smiled maliciously. He remembered how, three years ago, he had fired the chef chosen by the tasters only a week after hiring him. He hadn't liked his cooking. Then, he had gone to Walter’s café to lure his chef away, succeeding on the second attempt. Since then, that chef had been the pride of Magnus’s kitchen, delighting both him and his customers.
That evening, Walter sat in the kitchen with his wife, drinking tea with blueberry pie.
“Can you believe it—he tells me he thinks about his employees’ happiness! Why lie so brazenly! What owner thinks about that? Do you think about that, Agatha?” Walter asked, staring at his plump wife.
“I think they dyed my hair wrong! Is this agate? Since when is agate the color of cherries?” Agatha examined herself closely in the mirror.
“He poached my head chef! Lured him away with thirty percent! I pulled that guy out of McDonald’s, sent him on a million training courses. It’s all that smug Magnus’s fault! Where does he get all that money? I once drove past his country estate. It’s practically a castle. A modern one. If he’s paying his employees that much for their ‘happiness,’ where’s the money coming from? What do you think, Agatha?”
“I think he’s got a drug lab under his hotel, like Walter White under the laundromat.”
“Anything’s possible. Once a position opens up at his hotel, I’ll try to plant my own spy. We’ll get to the bottom of this cheat. You can’t pay those kinds of salaries and walk around in decent trousers. I don’t like him. My hotel was inherited; he bought his at auction. I was bidding too. He outmaneuvered all of us. You’re right, Agatha, you can feel it. He’s definitely got narco-dollars!”
“Or maybe narco-rubles?” Agatha smiled.
“Agatha, listen carefully. Tomorrow you’ll drive past their country estate and ‘break down’ by their gate. Pop the hood. By hook or by crook, get inside the house. His wife is probably home. Make friends with her. Earn her trust. Look at everything inside. Memorize it. Assess how expensive it all is.”
“I’m scared. Go yourself!”
“I can’t. I need to set him up properly and put him behind bars. He’s not one of us—he’s an outsider. He is American. We’ve lived here for generations, and he shows up out of nowhere. Sets his own rules! We need to find a weak link! Everyone’s got one! Try to worm your way into every crack, quietly! Understood?” Walter stared at his wife with a serious expression.
“Got it! Got it! Only I won’t be able to squeeze into every crack—I need a proper-sized opening.” Agatha burst out laughing, slapping herself on the thighs.
Walter gazed adoringly at his wife. That was exactly why he adored her—for the jokes and the laughter.

For the rest of autumn, Maria diligently studied the history and culture of Russia, honed her Russian by reading Russian literature and chatting with Russian tourists on the promenade. Time flew by unnoticed.
In early December, while Maria was working at the office, Magnus called and invited her to his study.
“Hello, Maria. Have a seat. Just listen.”
“Please begin, Béatrice.” Magnus addressed the stylish woman.
“I know you’re a busy man. Here are twelve folders with reports. One folder for each of your charitable foundations. In total we manage forty-eight programs in parallel. This folder contains your auditors’ assessment of each foundation’s performance. Their conclusion is simple: no abuses. All foundations are operating within the designated parameters.”
Taking the auditor’s folder, Magnus began reading attentively. After several pages, he set it aside:
“Continue.”
“All the directors of your charities have asked me to convey to you, Magnus, their deep gratitude. They are honored by the opportunity to help people.  The director of our foundation for helping seriously ill children expressed special gratitude. She asked me to give you this album of drawings by her young patients. That’s all from me.” Finishing her report, Béatrice she handed the album of drawings to Magnus.
He took the album and began leafing through it with undisguised interest.
“Thank you for the reports and the album! We humans don’t appreciate the gift of health until we lose it. Please convey my gratitude to all foundation staff. I hope—no, I’m certain—that Maria and I will be able to increase program funding this year. Isn’t that right, Maria?” Magnus looked at Maria sternly, without a smile.
“Yes. That’s how it will be.” Maria looked confidently into Magnus’s eyes.
After Béatrice left, Magnus asked Maria to stay. 
“Maria, the timeline is accelerating. Andrew's grandparents wanted to transform their mines into a joint-stock company and transfer the shares to the control of the workers. The lawyers have been tasked with conducting an audit and preparing the documents by December fifteenth of next year. We have less than a year. We need to complete the operation and take control of the mines before the deadline. We’re squeezed on both sides. On one side stand the miners, and on the other—Michel, racing toward glory. So you fly out tomorrow.” 
“No. That’s impossible! My bags aren’t packed. I haven’t had time to prepare perfectly for this trip. I haven't fully studied Russian history yet. I haven't learned Russian proverbs and aphorisms. You said we had until spring!” Maria protested.
“With your obsessive perfectionism, you’ll never be ready! I’m meeting you halfway. You fly out the day after tomorrow. Period.” Magnus gave the table a light punch.
At the airport, at the check-in counter for the Nice–Istanbul–Moscow flight, Magnus kissed her on the cheek:
“We can.”
To which Maria replied:
“We can!”

Magnus was training alone in the vast, high-ceilinged gym. He was driving his fists and shins into a bespoke, hand-stitched leather silhouette bag — a masterfully crafted torso topped with a heavy head, commissioned from a world-renowned atelier. He struck with genuine fury, yet he was clearly relishing the intensity of the workout. A thin young man entered the space and rapped his knuckles against the wall, signaling his arrival. 
“Hey, Mace! Come in.” Magnus didn’t stop his workout.
“Good afternoon, Magnus. You scheduled the meeting here—I’m ready. At our last meeting, I don’t recall the president having that black eye.” Mace pointed, surprised, at the bag Magnus was pounding.
“Sharp eye. Good man! I drew that big shiner on him myself yesterday. Suits him better.” Magnus laughed with childlike delight.
Mace smiled in response.
“I requested this additional meeting because we’ve found another candidate. This project could bring us close to a billion dollars—slightly less than the current candidate, who is in active development and preparation. But I remember your requirement that we run only one project with a new candidate at a time.”
“Two projects means additional risk to quality execution on your part.” Magnus agreed.
“But you set that requirement long ago, when we didn’t have the experience we do now. Back then it made sense. We’ve grown more skilled. So I’ve taken the liberty of proposing that we consider running two operations in parallel.” Mace shifted expectantly.
The punches on the bag grew harder and louder. Mace stood patiently in silence. Three minutes passed.
“Wildly interesting. Report. We’ll see.” Magnus agreed, sitting down on a chair and toweling off sweat.
“A major stroke of luck and advantage is that Andrew’s family lives in New Haven, while the new focal family with the principal focal person, Charlotte, lives in Hartford. Only thirty-nine miles between them. That way I can easily monitor the situation in both cities simultaneously. The female candidate’s name is Felicia. Interior Design Journalist. Lives with her family in Dublin. The resemblance is uncanny.”
“Felicia. Rare name. Damn strange. I’ve never met a girl with that name before.”
“Neither have I, so I looked it up online. In Latin, Felicia means ‘she who brings luck.’”
“Lady Luck, you say! Easy to mount luck—hard to stay on. Prepare detailed intel on Charlotte and Felicia! We’ll think it over. Let this Felicia bring us luck then.” Magnus laughed and headed for the shower. Then immediately turned around: “Mace, be careful. Remember. To billionaires—you’re a calorie!”
Chapter 2
The Fortaine Method
 A fortress built upon fortune

The heat at Fort Benning was melting the asphalt. Archer Fortaine’s platoon had arrived here to prove one thing: the Marine Corps has no equal. For them, it was a matter of honor—to prove it in the interservice live-fire trials and on the Army’s own field. Archer walked along the obstacle course of the range, jotting something in his notebook. A colonel was walking toward him.
“Good morning, Colonel,” Archer was the first to greet the approaching officer.
“Morning, morning, Captain. How are you all settled in?”
“Everything’s fine. Good conditions.”
“I have a favor to ask, Captain. Your team is the best—everyone acknowledges that. You want to make major sooner, don’t you?”
“Yes, sir!”
“It’s a personal favor. I have a friend who’s retiring soon. He needs his platoon to finish first. Not yours! It’ll help his pension. They’ll bump his rank. Over the years, the difference could reach a million. Got to help a good man! Then your promotion to major won’t be far behind! They’ll help you in the future too. Don’t be like Magnus. Remember him? Principles are the camouflage of a fool! Don’t repeat his mistakes! You’re smart. Think about it! Don’t answer. I’ll see your answer on the field.”
“To fall, you need height. To fly—you don’t,” the captain murmured after the retreating figure, but the colonel was already out of earshot.

The final stage of the prestigious Super Squad exercises seemed impossible.
“Run! Run! Don’t fall behind! Just a little more to the firing line!” Archer urged his Marines, drained after a three-kilometer sprint.
Reaching the firing line, everyone dropped to the ground, preparing to engage targets. But the thick smoke from smoke charges completely obscured their view, and the target field’s electronics began malfunctioning.
“Switching to night protocol!” Archer shouted.
While other commanders waited for instructions, Archer’s platoon began firing using their sound-signal system with sector-by-sector correction—a technique they had drilled at night.
“Finally paid off. And they said, ‘Why train at night? Why?’” Archer said, taking aim and firing at the targets.
Exhausted and satisfied, the Marines returned to the barracks. They headed for the showers, joking and laughing. Only Archer sat sweaty and pensive on a bench, in no hurry to go anywhere. The first-place trophy and the badge that the general later presented on the parade ground were the natural result of their iron will and relentless training.

A U.S. military base. In the office of the Marine Division commander, a silver-haired general sat behind a large desk, intently reading documents in a folder. Before him, two officers stood at attention. Having finished reading, he flipped through several pages without looking closely and raised his eyes to the officers.
“Colonel, from your report I see that the captain has requested discharge for the third time. And you haven’t signed off. Is that correct?” asked the major general.
“That’s correct, sir!” The colonel nodded.
“The paperwork is clear to me. But the reasons for this desire are not. I want to personally ask the captain and understand those reasons, off the record. Therefore, Colonel, please wait for your colleague in the anteroom,” the general ordered.
“Yes, sir!” The colonel turned on his heel and left the office.
“This conversation will be off the record. What matters to me is understanding the reasons and preventing them in the future with other officers. You graduated with honors from a prestigious military academy. You have nothing but commendations. You were awarded the Defense Superior Service Medal. First place in the Super Squad competition. Excellent prospects for advancement. You made captain in four years. You’re in good standing. So I don’t understand your reasons. Report.”
“Sir, I apologize! I enrolled in the academy. I planned to defend my country. To be a hero. Now I see that our military is number one. Every day I do routine work. I feel like a freeloader on the nation’s neck. I contribute zero to the country.”
“What nonsense!” The general shook his head.
“I know my abilities. In the civilian world, I could bring our country far more benefit than I do now. I know and respect my fellow servicemen. Many of them couldn’t be as useful in other fields as I can. But that’s their ceiling. That’s not my ceiling! I’m capable of more! I request that you sign my discharge papers.”
“Captain, if you have such high ambitions, why did you choose the military and enroll in the academy?”
“I didn’t believe in myself. Didn’t trust myself. Didn’t know myself. Now my life has the knowledge of a rigorous military education! Now I’m confident in myself.”
“I’d beat all that crap out of you! I’d run you around the parade ground with sandbag rags! But I understand you. My son is the same way. After high school I offered him my path—I would have given him serious support. But he refused. Can you believe it? Became a surgeon. He drilled the same holes in my brain with this ‘usefulness’ business.”
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