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00 

She was sitting on the dirty grey bench at the pier. The bench was old and out of 

stone. It had cracks all over and a film of dirt had built up over the years. She was 

staring at the river where it all had started. Her first memories were created 

here. Her first digital ones. The sun was hiding behind a thick shade of clouds. 

The river below grey, but cleared from trash that had filled it once. The water 

was splashing against the concrete barricade. Soon it would rise to the bench she 

was sitting on and further up into the empty streets behind her. Grey clouds, 

grey water, grey pier. Several hundred meters above her, the vibrant city full of 

noise and lights. She was in the old part of town, abandoned decades ago when 

the tide started to rise and flood entire districts. The new city was hastily built 

above the old one. A megacity on the skeleton of another. The same madness, 

just a floor higher. 

Down here, everything was slowly decaying. Only illegals and criminals were still 

using this place. But even they only saw it as the last escape. You could not 

survive here for long. Either the flood would get you or scavengers on the 

lookout for poor souls. For police and medics, most of the old city was off-limits. 

They would only enter if they had a special order to do so. Survival down here 

was raw, untouched. Kill or be killed. Different. Too different for the world 

above, so nobody talked about it. 

They had not been here in a long time. Usually, their job would keep them busy 

with people rich and poor enough to live in the upper city. But this time, it was 

the other way round. They were the job and could not escape. Set up and tracked 

down, there was nowhere to run. The guy wanting them dead was one number 

too big and already one step ahead. 

Black vest, black jeans, black boots. Short black side cut and bruises from today’s 

encounters. Her face was not swollen but covered in blue and green spots that 

were still hurting. He was standing close by. Same outfit, but no bruises, at least 

not on his face. His blond hair was tucked back to a ponytail, a pair of sunglasses 

covering his eyes. Their outfit was unique. She did not know of anyone else who 

owned a full set of trans-clothes. They were expensive, illegal, and more of a 

legend that a reality. Mostly because the people who ever saw them did not live 

long enough to tell the tale. With the blink of an eye, trans-clothes could turn 

from a black leather SM outfit to a pink princess dress. It was no optical illusion, 

but advanced nanobot trickery. Millions of nanobots were in the fabric and 

would start rearranging it on an atomic level to the outfit and material of their 
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choice. The black preset they were wearing was the default outfit. A simple 

tribute to the long time the clothes had served. She already missed them. 

Motorcycles approached on the bumpy and cracked road behind them. Their 

noise broke the silence of waves and gulls. The riders stopped on the street 

behind them and stayed on their bikes. They seemed confused. They expected 

their victims to run away, fight, or at least turn around. But they did none of it. 

She would not try to get out of the situation; she would not give them the 

satisfaction. The group of riders slowly closed in from behind and knocked him 

on the ground. His ponytail soaked up the mud from the pier. Then they tased 

her. The taser strings dug into the back of her head and electricity fried the outer 

layer of the implant in her forehead. She spazzed out and fell from the bench. 

Their old friend came up to her while she was lying motionless on the ground. 

He was smiling and got out a syringe from his pocket. She could see in his eyes 

that he was high again. 

"This is all your pain, your suffering, the result of all your actions.” 

He looked thirsty for revenge and enjoyed finally getting it. He pulled her arm 

from the muddy ground and injected the syringe into the port she had gotten 

implanted many years ago. 

“Sleep tight bitch.” 

She immediately passed out. Whatever it was, it was way too strong. They did 

the same to him, then left them on the pier. 

“The tide is going to wash them out.” 
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01 

“Wake up Sam. Wake up.” 

The sound of waves hitting the pier had made her fall asleep. She had napped on 

his legs for a while. The sun was glazing up the small waves on the water. Runners 

were passing by, the sound of their sneakers hitting the ground rhythmically. She 

smelled the sea air and a slight stench of fish from the stores nearby. The water 

was deep blue. 

“You missed all the boats, my girl. Did you have a nice nap?” 

She looked up into the blacked-out face of her father. 

“Yeah.” 

They sat on the bench for a bit longer, watching the last few boats coming to the 

pier before sunset. She started to feel chilly and he put his warm coat around 

her. His blacked-out face would have smiled if it were visible. 

It was Sam’s first memory, her first digital memory. A false memory with no truth 

in it. It felt real, but there was no distinction between real and fake memories 

anymore. They were simple to implant and children quickly believed them, 

especially when they were made to dream of them every night. She looked up 

her parents once she was old enough and allowed to. Her father was an alcoholic 

and her mother had a history of addiction to synthetic drugs. Synthetic drugs 

became widely available shortly after implants had taken off. They were the 

worst of both worlds, addiction through your body and implant. Even if you were 

clean on one, you could still be addicted on the other. People ended up in spirals 

of never-ending addiction until they would pull the trigger, or a trigger would get 

pulled on them. Neither the government nor the distributors liked the outcome, 

so the next generations of drugs were safer and cheaper. Why make your 

customers kill themself after a few months when you can keep them addicted 

their whole life? 

Taken and raised by the government, Sam had gotten her first implant when she 

was three. Fake memories of her family included. She was a lab rat for the 

government and was supposed to turn into an upstanding citizen, paying her 

debts and taxes. On all official documents and records, she was only a number 

like everyone else; a number bound to her DNA. 

She managed to access the government’s data on her but was never able to 

overwrite or change it. She did the next best thing and bought hundreds of 
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identities from the dark web. Her custom implants would mimic biometrics and 

swap between the identities as she pleased. Her eye implants would swap color 

and shape of her retina, the skin of her fingers would change their pattern, and 

the small places in which blood was taken for verification was directly cultivated 

under her skin. It was extremely convenient for all the illegal work she was doing. 

She would swap identities after every job and get some new ones whenever she 

needed them. 

“Wake up Sam. Wake up.” 

The memory repeated itself. 

Was she dreaming? Why was she stuck in here? This memory would only show 

up when her implants were turned off. She tried to remember the last things 

that had happened. 

She was with him. They were doing some kind of job. A routine job. It spiraled 

out of control. Slowly the memories of the past few days came back. 
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02 

Sam put on her trans-clothes like she did every day. She switched them into a 

casual outfit: white t-shirt, blue jeans, and a thin green leather jacket. The preset 

also loaded sunglasses onto her eyes, which turned the apartment around her 

completely dark. Her eye implant auto-adjusted to the darkness, but the 

sunglasses were too much for her taste. She removed them from the preset and 

they vaporized in front of her eyes. Still felt like magic, even after all these years. 

The trans-clothes were the only thing clean in her small one-room apartment. It 

was filled with boxes of wires, circuits, implants, and other electronics. Drips of 

dried blood on the kitchen counter where she was maintaining and updating her 

body implants. She had not made her bed in weeks. It was next to the darkened-

out window that was covering the entire wall. The window already had a few 

cracks in it, which reflected her face in several directions when she looked 

outside the 84th floor. The fridge was stuffed and overflowing with food, but she 

was not hungry. She would eat later. 

‘Dan, you up?’ 

‘Already on my way.’ 

They had another job. Grab and collect. As in, grab the person and collect his 

data. But it did not matter if the person would stay alive, as long as they would 

deliver the data. Although they preferred the non-lethal approach, they still had 

to do the other every once in a while. 

She connected to apartment security with her brain implant under the skin of 

her temple. Security logs and video feed were shown on her retina. Nobody had 

checked the door, no hacking attempts, no debris in the system. It was clear. 

The cold wind slammed the door shut behind her. The 84th floor was the only 

floor on which all windows were broken. One by one, they shattered over the 

years until only the skeleton of metal and concrete remained. It did not bother 

the owner, who still made a fortune from renting this shithole. Despite the 

deteriorating state of the building, she still had to pay the same rent. 

Thanks to the smog covering the building today, she could not see anything 

through the missing windows. On most days, she could at least see the other 

grey apartment buildings. They were identical to hers and just as ran down with 

missing windows and burned-out apartments. Down below, the endless jungle 

of buildings and streets. She lived in the shabby part of the city with 50 million 

other souls. From above, it looked like a vast slum stretching up to the gates of 
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the inner city. But it did not just look like it, most of it was. Small apartments 

packed with people and muddy streets filled with trash. Like millions of ants, 

people moved through the curvy roads trying to get by and survive another day. 

The government was providing some support, but it was not enough to survive. 

Everyone was constantly looking for work, and the more desperate the people, 

the more they would get exploited. 

Past the white gates that required an ID check and toll fee, the true beauty of 

the city was shining. Clean, majestic, vibrant, colorful, rich. The inner city looked 

like another universe compared to this neighborhood. White skyscrapers and 

multilevel streets and buildings, all forming one big circle, one giant nest. 

Most of the buttons inside the elevator were missing or broken, but luckily it 

could be controlled with implants. A window on her retina appeared. 5th floor 

below ground. As she accelerated downwards, the air inside the elevator was 

whirling around like a small tornado due to the missing hatch on top. She looked 

up into the elevator shaft and saw its rotting and rusting walls passing by. It made 

her want to take the stairs instead. 

Dan would pick her up at the usual spot in the garage. She took a small pill out 

of her jacket while she was speeding towards the ground. A micro; it sharpened 

her senses, adjusted her implants, and properly woke her up. When she exited 

the elevator, she was ready and focused. 

The garage on the 5th was their usual meeting spot because it was the most 

broken and run-down floor. Destroyed and burned-out cars were standing in the 

garage, and the ground was covered in water and filled with trash. Nobody was 

down here, except a few junkies who once lived in the building. 

As Sam walked past the broken exit doors leaning sideways on the ground, the 

black truck turned on its blue lights. She gave the car a digital handshake, 

verifying her identity and passphrase. The door opened and Dan was looking at 

her from the driver seat with the car UI on his retina. She looked at the pile of 

empty cans that he slowly pushed out into the garage. She stayed expressionless 

and waited for him to finish while he put on a smirky smile. 

Dan had his own shitty apartment just as big as hers. It was cleaner, but only 

because he slept and worked in his car most of the time. He had built it into a 

mobile base and could do body modifications and perform small operations in it. 

The trunk had an arsenal of weapon, and the entire car was bulletproof, 

including the tires. He was proud of his baby, although it was only one of the 
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projects they had been working on. The car had saved them many times over the 

years and made their job a lot easier. It had been a good investment. 

‘Looks like an easy job.’ 

‘Too easy if you ask me.’ 

They were so used to their implants; they rarely used anything else to 

communicate. Sometimes, she was weirded out when she heard her own voice 

after days of using implants only. 

They drove past burned-out cars towards the exit, leading straight onto the 

underground highway. After a few kilometers, they made their way up to the 

surface, the truck blasting heavy electric music through the sound system. They 

loaded their sunglasses onto their outfits and raced over the glowing asphalt, 

ready to fuck some shit up. The people in the cars around them felt the same 

and quickly moved out of their way as they approached. 

Their official job description was net-runners, but it would be more fitting to call 

them cybercriminals specialized in data extraction. They both had implants and 

modifications all over their bodies. The essential but most crucial implant was in 

their temple, connecting their brains with the internet and digital grid of the city. 

Implants in their hands, legs, and around organs and bones improved resistance 

and durability of their bodies. With digital feedback for noise, vision, smell, and 

impact, they had the edge for all kinds of situations, from close combat to picking 

the most exquisite perfume. 

They always had a bunch of job offers coming in. While their clients thought 

themselves as anonymous, they knew who was behind it: pharmaceutical 

companies, insurances, manufacturers, governments. Everyone wanted 

someone’s data, from the most legal corporation to the most authoritarian 

government. They had a VIP list of clients with whom they had worked with for 

many years. Those were trustworthy, transparent, and paid well. A few 

corporations, governments, and billionaires.  

They both were on the higher end of incomes in the world, yet belonged to the 

90 percent of people in debt. Born into debt to their government. Shelter, food, 

education, implants as a child; it was all “free” until you became an adult and 

had to pay up. By then, the initially small debt had quadrupled and been sold to 

the highest bidding companies, who were speculating on how high your debt 

would rise. 
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Yes, correct. On how high. Out of all the people in debt, less than 10% were able 

to pay it off until they were 40, less than 20% before they were dead. Excluding 

the people living in the inner city, it looked even worse. Everyone lived in a 

constant cycle of paycheck to paycheck, with most of their income being 

consumed by debt. Only the rich, born with millions of Eurodollars up their asses, 

could live without the burden, and the millions in the inner city were doing well 

enough to not worry about it. They could afford whatever they wanted, and 

paying off the debt in low rates was no big deal to them. But it was a good 

enough reason to gate off the inner city from the poor living around it. Imagine 

the wealthy and privileged having to see the obvious problems in their society 

outside their windows every day; they might not sleep at night. 

Besides the debt eating away at them, they had running costs from all the 

implants. Experimenting, improving, and maintaining them was drying up a big 

chunk of their budget. The most unique implant parts were expensive, but would 

still fry and break like any other. Most of them were not made for the conditions 

they put them under, which is why they usually ended up destroying most of 

their equipment. Still, they were turning green numbers every month and slowly 

chipped away the debt lingering above them. 

Today’s job was a small fly. A Chinese businessman who had stolen millions from 

his company’s accounts. The board of the company only noticed after he was 

magically able to pay all his debt and then left the company. He was on the run 

since, and nobody could track him down. The money was more important than 

the person who stole it, and a dead body did not bother anyone. Collateral 

damage was the universal standard. Sam would need to access his implants, hack 

his accounts, and go through his history. She had done it a million times. 

Their client was a Chinese multi-billionaire. They had no idea why he had been 

doing most of the dirty work for his companies over the years. Maybe he enjoyed 

it? Maybe he wanted to make sure it gets done? He was trustworthy, paid well, 

and they never had a problem with him, so they did not think about it more than 

they had to. 

The car’s autopilot switched highways. The location of their target had changed. 

They had traced him through the city with footage from CCTV cameras. Several 

of Dan’s programs were running on government servers, able to erase people 

and objects from the official feed. Nobody else should know where the guy was 

or what would about to happen. Once they entered another underground 

highway, the programs on the servers started to erase Dan’s car. 
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They ended up in a rather fancy part of the city. No trash on the streets and 

people looked and dressed somewhat civilized. Greened areas around and in 

between buildings. No armed police patrols and no beggars or street stands. The 

roads felt relaxingly smooth to drive on, and its asphalt still smelled like freshly 

baked. The design of the neighborhood was made by a bunch of talented artists. 

The buildings had a unique but conform style. Futuristic edges with bright colors. 

Creamy and cozy. Clean and clear. This kind of neighborhood was common in the 

inner city, but they had never seen anything like it outside of it. 

They stood out with their large truck among the small electric two-seaters, but 

nobody seemed to care. The three-lane street turned into one, and the buildings 

were moving closer to another. Small apartment buildings, shops, restaurants; it 

was a hip neighborhood for young adults, upper-middle-class. The few that 

would make it. 

They parked over a bunch of small parking spots, and the license plate swapped 

once they got out. Almost all crime was reported and registered via CCTV, but 

just in case some upstanding citizens would take photos of the car, they were 

covered. 

They walked into a small side alley towards a long staircase that was leading 

below ground. The futuristic look from above changed to its former style before 

the neighborhood had been renovated and rebuilt. Simple brick buildings with 

pipes and electric lines above ground. Cracked and uneven stairs that zigzagged 

around them. Once the street above was no longer visible, they became alert. 

There were no people down here, and the sound from the streets had 

disappeared. Only the water pipes on the walls around them were silently 

humming. 

A small butcher shop at the end of the stairs. Through the window on the 2nd 

floor, they could smell the chicken that had been prepared in the morning. It was 

slowly cooking on low heat alongside herbs, spices, and vegetables. But there 

was a metallic smell of dried blood in the air that did not seem to be part of the 

recipe. A tunnel above connected both sides of the building, and at the end of 

the alley, a small tree was growing, grass and flowers surrounding it. To its sides, 

more stairs were leading up into other directions of the neighborhood. 

Dan had already climbed up the building on one of the emergency ladders. He 

used his feet implants and jumped the last three meters to the roof. He landed 

silently on the tiles and took a small box out of his jacket. A drone the size and 

shape of a bee was lying inside. He looked at it for a second, then it whirred up 
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its wings and he was connected. He was controlling it through his implant and 

saw its video feed on his retina. 

The bee flew through the open window on the 2nd floor and found the slightly 

overweight chef of the house sitting in the kitchen. His eyes were closed and his 

back leaned against the counter. His belly was cut open, the tiles around him 

covered in blood and intestines. His white hat was still resting on his bald head, 

tiled sideways. He looked like he was taking a nap. The rest of the inhabitants on 

the floor below were in similar shape. The two women at the front door had 

deep cuts all over their bodies and were tilted in uncomfortable directions, as if 

their limbs were more than just broken. The chef’s assistants were stabbed to 

death near the basement entrance. It looked like a maniac had visited. 

‘I thought this was an easy job. His profile was clean. No prior emotional 

problems. This is the work of an unstable psycho.’ 

The bee flew through the basement door down the wooden stairs. There he was, 

sitting on a chair with his back to the door. He had taken off his pants and shirt, 

sitting in underwear and socks in the dim room. Only a shimmer of sunlight came 

through a window near the ceiling. There were cuts all over his upper body that 

were still bleeding. 

‘These cuts are clean and precise. They are not fighting wounds.’ 

Sam jumped from the street towards the kitchen window, squeezed herself 

through, and landed on her feet without making a single sound. She looked at 

the sleeping chef with a sense of pity, then smelled the prepared chicken. For a 

moment she forgot why she was here, took a spoon from the counter, and tasted 

the chicken soup. It was delicious. Chicken, herbs, spicy peppers, small potato 

slices, carrots, chili paste; they all were performing an orchestra in her mouth. 

When she opened her eyes, Dan was standing next to her, looking like an 

annoyed parent. 

‘Don’t look at me like that; taste it!’ 

After looking at her eating another spoonful, Dan took the big spoon resting in 

the pot. After finishing half of the meal, they copied the recipe that was written 

and taped on the counter behind them. They decided to cook it themselves. It 

was way better than all the takeaway trash they had been eating over the past 

weeks. 
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They made their way past the dead bodies and into the basement, till they stood 

behind their shitless target, still sitting motionless on his chair. Dan walked up to 

him. 

“I don’t know what is going on with you, but your little show here is over. You 

can either eat the bullet now or wait and see what your bosses will do to you.” 

The man with short black hair slowly turned around in his chair. As his face was 

brightened up by the light, they could see what he had done with the bloody 

kitchen knife lying in front of him. His eyes were wide open, not because he 

opened them widely, but because his eyelids were gone. His cheeks were cut 

open, and the left one was missing alongside a few teeth in his upper jaw. He did 

not have any expression on his face. He was in a trance while small streams of 

blood were flowing down his face. 

The bullet hit him right between his eyes; the second one went through his heart. 

He dropped back on his chair as if he was doing a nap. Dan was lowering his gun 

and exhaled. 

‘What did they do to this poor guy?’ 

‘Glad you ask.’ 

Sam took out a small tablet and pulled out a cable from its side. Once it was close 

enough to the guy's implant, it snapped onto it like a magnet. It took a matter of 

seconds until she had full access to his accounts and data. 

‘Look at this shit.’ 

She streamed Dan the data. There was a program running over the operating 

system of the implant. It had altered and overwritten the core functions of all 

implants in the body. A layer of data above the OS that had full control, a fog 

covering the entire system. None of what she had seen or coded had ever gotten 

close to this. 

‘Have you seen anything like this before?’ 

‘You think it’s a failed upgrade? A virus?’ 

‘This looks way too good to be a street-level upgrade or virus. This is professional, 

like military-grade professional. This is some really bad shit we got here. 

Experimental government shit. The stuff people would go to war for.’ 

Dan took a closer look at the code as it streamed down his retina. His face 

tightened up. She was right; this was something they could not take lightly. 
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‘You think this was a set-up?’ 

‘For whom? Us or him?’ 

‘Both.’ 

They had the data they needed and made their way out of the house the way 

they entered, the small bee flying ahead. They sprinted up the empty stairs and 

got into their car. As they reached the highway, the small butcher shop went up 

in flames. A tragic cooking accident. 

They both looked serious. They had their fair share of difficult jobs over the 

years, but those were only from clients they had little experience working with. 

People who were not transparent about the job or tried to use them as guns for 

hire. If their best client had set them up, they would not have a long day or a few 

more bodies to dump; they were fucked. If the billionaire had fucked them over, 

he wanted them to get fucked. He wanted them dead. 

They were both quiet, thinking. The car pinged up as it received a message. 

“You guys have no idea what you got yourself into.” 

The problem was not the message, but the way they had gotten it. All incoming 

messages were streamed over their server on the other side of the planet. Only 

with access to the server an attacker could get their real location. If the message 

was coming from the car, it had been routed through a very different path. 

The car had to stay connected to government servers; to the grid. Travel 

directions, highway fees, insurance coverage; all the vehicles on the highways 

and the inner city were connected to it. The only exception was the slums and 

neighborhoods surrounding it. One reason they still lived there. Whoever had 

sent them the message had now access to their car’s location. Dan accelerated 

and switched lanes. They had to get off-grid as fast as possible. Sam took out her 

small tablet and connected it to the car. It took her a few moments browsing 

through the logs to see what had happened. 

‘They uploaded a sniffer through the grid network. The message was sent, but 

only we as recipients could decrypt it. When we accessed the message, the 

sniffer sent back the confirmation with our car details and logs.’ 

Dan sounded sad and nostalgic as he patted the steering wheel with his hand 

and brushed over the monitors. 

“It was nice having you my beauty.” 
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He pulled out the front tray holding several monitors. They both started to rip 

out electronics and wires that were connected behind it. Alert sounds beeped 

up till Dan ripped another cable, and the car abruptly went silent. Sam took out 

the small hard drives hidden below the driver seat, squeezed them in her 

augmented hand, then opened the window and threw them onto the highway 

where they shattered into thousand pieces. 

They took the next exit at full speed and drifted over the multi-lane street. A few 

cars stopped and honked as they raced past them. The truck jumped up a small 

sidewalk onto an empty parking lot. The tires squealed and they walked around 

to the trunk. It was folding out before them, with several racks of equipment 

ready for use. Different pistols and assault rifles, dozens of smaller electronics 

for jamming, hacking, repairing, and destroying anything that would get in their 

way. They took the two large backpacks that already had all the necessary 

equipment and threw some additional tools inside. They holstered the pistols in 

their jackets and folded the 3D printed assault rifles into their backpacks. Dan 

took out two small red and white-colored canisters. By themselves, the two 

charges would not explode or cause damage, but once both were connected and 

primed, they could blow up an entire building. He made sure they were only 

charged to a third to not blow up the whole neighborhood. He threw them on 

the backseat of the car and closed the trunk. Their eyes changed their color and 

pattern, their fingers moved its skin, and the blood samples swapped their 

genetic code. Their clothes switched outfits. They had two minutes. 

A few pedestrians looked curiously after them as they jogged away. They entered 

a back alley behind a storage facility, leading down a long set of stairs into the 

slums and towards an open market. The stairs had fences on both sides that were 

occupied by plants hanging down from above. Once the walls and plants cleared 

up, they could see the market in its entirety. The kilometer-long rows of stands, 

filled with people squeezing through from all sides, buying and eating. The shops 

in the buildings around the market had crowds of people standing before them. 

Above the market, a highway made a long turn, covering most of the stands in 

the shade. The neighborhood was built decades ago, and its decay and half-assed 

repair jobs clearly visible. 

Once they reached the bottom of the market, they split up and walked on 

opposite rows. Their emergency hideout was ten minutes away. The smell of 

street food became stronger the deeper they got into the market. A large crowd 

of families passed Sam. They were happily singing an Arabic song and several 

people along the market joined in. 
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It was a busy day, and they had to push through the crowds in front of the stands. 

The people that were coming to the market were poor, but not extremely poor. 

They at least kept up hygiene and wore clothes that were not completely torn to 

pieces. For most of them, it was the only place to buy anything at a price they 

could afford. Several shirtless Japanese men with tattoos over their bodies 

stared at Sam as she passed their stand. Not a good sign. 

Between the stands, the ground was filled with small puddles of water, oil, and 

blood, mostly animal blood. Her shoes were getting greasy and developed a thin 

film on top of them. An old man was chopping off a chicken’s head to the delight 

of his customers. The blood spilled on the floor and Sam’s pants as she passed 

by.  

Dan had noticed the shirtless men that had now split up and were following Sam. 

He ran their faces through the database; Street thugs with connections to 

organized crime. They were on the low end of the crime hierarchy, which was 

concerning. The only people ever coming after them were headhunters or 

militia. Whoever wanted them dead had alerted not only the crime lords but 

their entire community. 

The black truck standing in the middle of the empty parking lot exploded. The 

few people walking nearby started to scream and run. They could still hear the 

explosion on the market, but nobody seemed to care. Only a few people turned 

their heads, then got back to whatever they were doing. 

Sam made a move. She turned into the street on the left and started to run. The 

thugs noticed once they were at the corner and went after her, Dan tracking 

them from behind. Three of them were running after Sam, another two ran 

through the street parallel and would cut her off once she made a turn. Dan 

started to tail the two and waited for them to separate. The bigger one with the 

tattoo of a naked woman on his back fell behind after a few buildings. Dan 

matched his speed and loaded the script for the implant reader on his index 

finger. He made a jump on the back of the guy, put his fingers on his temple, and 

hacked into his implants. They now knew who the guy was, where he lived, his 

connections in the gang and that he had no idea why he was following Sam. The 

skinny guy with the augmented arms was the leader of the bunch. He was in the 

group running after Sam, which was all Dan needed to know. He disconnected 

and fried the implant. The big guy was unconscious before he hit the ground. 

Dan had already jumped over him and past the people that now turned around. 
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Sam changed her path and ran into a dead-end surrounded by buildings. She was 

waiting for her followers, who arrived out of breath and had to stop for a 

moment. The augmented arm of the skinny guy opened up and a pistol attached 

itself to his hand. 

“Nothing personal sweetie.” 

“Nothing personal either.” 

She let herself fall on the ground, and her small automatic pistol jumped from 

the holster in her jacket to her hand. Her aim-assist adjusted her hand as soon 

as she got hold of the gun. The first bullet broke the attachment holding the gun 

in his hand; the next two hit his friends in their heads. She lunged forward once 

she hit the ground while he was trying to hold and aim the gun with his other 

arm. She leaned sideways to avoid the bullets that would come at her, then took 

his arm and pulled it in the direction of her jump. The arm snapped as the skinny 

body was lifted into the air and smacked against the brick wall. 

Dan picked up the pistol that had broken off. It was an old model that was cheap 

and unreliable. He looked at Sam, exhaling before him. 

“You good?” 

Blood was dripping from the side of her chest. A sharp part of the attachment 

had drilled itself into her armpit. She pulled out the metal piece and gasped. It 

was bloody and painful, but not life-threatening. She walked over to the skinny 

guy who was still lying on the ground moaning. She connected herself and did 

not like what she saw. 

‘This guy has full eye implants. Somebody was watching us through him.’ 

She looked through the past few minutes of the recording. She saw through the 

eyes of the skinny guy how he shouted commands and was running after her. 

Then the close up of her face as she jumped towards him and the metal piece 

drilling into her armpit. 

She fried his eyes and he screamed up in pain. Dan put one foot on his chest and 

she continued. They were small gang members and he had received a bounty a 

few moments after the message appeared in their car. There was a bounty on 

both of them. Dead or alive with intact implants. Ten million Eurodollars each. 

‘What? Who would pay so much to see us dead?’ 

‘This is an open call. It went out to every criminal and corrupt cop in the city. It’s 

also online. We are the most wanted people in the city. Maybe the entire world.’ 
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- 

The video-feed of the stream had cut out with a close up of her face. The audio 

feed continued for a few seconds with loud painful screaming. She was already 

injured. It was only a matter of time until they would be dealt with. He would get 

the data just in time before anyone could become suspicious. 

He turned off his tablet that was standing on the large polished wooden desk of 

the conference room. He stood up and looked outside. He was on the 173rd floor 

and if he zoomed in with his eyes, he could even make out the small flames from 

the car and the butcher shop in the distance. He smiled, seeing his reflection in 

the window. Soon this city would change for the better. 

“Mister Kaiser, the board is now ready to negotiate.” 
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03 

Sam was dizzy and Dan had to hold her as they entered the reinforced door 

behind the trash containers. It was a dark and shabby ally that smelled of urine 

and waste. Even if somebody would somehow stumble their way down here, 

they would not expect that the oval shape in the wall would lead to their hideout. 

Their clothes were drenched in blood, dripping all over the floor and leaving a 

small trail. A large portion of it was their own. 

Dan unlocked the door after he had checked the security footage. Sam limped 

onto the large chair that was used for operations and sat down. The chair had 

dried blood all over it and would now get covered with a fresh layer. Above her, 

the six small arms with operating tools whirred up as she moaned and laid down. 

While she was preparing the chair, her trans-clothes changed into underwear. 

The rectangular room had industry brown metal walls hidden behind towers of 

boxes with emergency supplies. The room was off-grid, security cams old and 

analog. Nobody could get access from the outside. The red light from the lamp 

on the ceiling made them both tired. 

Dan was in the back of the room and prepared the backup program, their failsafe 

for the worst case. Was this their worst case? Probably not, but they had no 

choice. Another encounter would not end in their favor. 

Sam was screaming up as the small needles pierced into her shoulder. They were 

removing the shrapnel and cultivated her cells. Another arm injected a sedative 

and her screaming stopped. It would take a while to remove the bullets and 

metal fragments. 

Shortly after taking care of their Japanese followers from the market, several 

others had gone after them. Neither Sam nor Dan noticed them until it was too 

late. One young Korean woman was standing behind a stand selling fishcakes. 

She was staring at her phone and as they passed, she moved her hands into a 

bag behind her and took out an automatic gun. She blasted half the magazine in 

their direction and managed to get two hits on Sam. Dan jumped to the side as 

he heard the first bullets and raced towards the woman. Before she could adjust 

her aim, Dan kicked her through the back of her stand and into the seafood boxes 

standing behind it. Freed from their prison, the fish jumped away, and the crabs 

started running over the market, trying to get away from their owner as fast as 

possible. They made sure to first poke the unconscious woman several times in 

gratitude, as she was now occupying their water boxes. 
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A street further, they were attacked by a mercenary group wearing silver metal 

suits. The suits behaved like scales, covered every part of their body, and 

retracted and expanded to their movements, making them extremely agile and 

flexible. Long blades were integrated into their forearms, which ran from the 

elbow down to their fingers. The metal knights were protecting the leading 

distributor of synthetic drugs in the city and rarely showed themselves with their 

suits in the open. Although it was exciting to meet them, it was definitely under 

the wrong circumstances. Dan took out the foldable assault rifle from his 

backpack and emptied the entire magazine into one of them. The bullets were 

sliding and bumping off the armor without showing any effect. 

Both had received deep cuts from the swords and broke their hands on the hard 

metal armor. They were coughing blood and got pinned into a corner. The 

knights were slowly wearing them out, and even their best technique was 

overpowered by sharp swords and thick armor. After a few more hits and slices, 

one of Dan’s kicks showed a visible impact on one knight as he tumbled back and 

moaned. When the armor expanded, some parts were thinner and therefore less 

dense. It made it easier to transfer force at those spots and even bend the metal. 

They had to find an opening while hitting the right spots with maximum power. 

Both their feet were augmented and able to hit the armor with extreme strength 

without breaking their legs. They synched up their fighting style. One was making 

the target move, attack, and expand the body in the way they wanted; the other 

hit the weak spot with full force. Their new fighting approach showed impact as 

the knights were visibly hurt by the hits, but it took a bit of finetuning and cost 

them a few more cuts before they knew the optimal angle and power needed to 

bend the armor inwards. They continuously ran it through their AI chips to 

calculate and optimize the best fighting style against their overpowered 

opponents. They changed their stance and used the motion of both their bodies 

to gain additional momentum. 

The first kick that landed perfectly was a direct hit on the extended chest. It 

popped the knight’s ribcage and lungs with a loud crack that all of them could 

hear. When he fell to the ground, blood was flowing out through the scales of 

his armor. The rest of the fight went by faster than they had expected. The 

knights became nervous as they saw their impenetrable armor turning from a 

strength into a weakness. They fought more defensively, slowed down their 

pace, and it cost them their lives. 

After the small alley was filled with blood and bent bodies, they collapsed in the 

middle of it. They looked like living corpses with all the cuts and blood over their 
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bodies. The two adrenaline shots Dan had stored in his pocket saved their lives. 

After he injected them, they got up and managed to limp their way through 

shabby and empty streets until they smelled the familiar stench. 

Sam was starting to relax as she received additional blood through her port. The 

sword cuts, one after another, got cleaned and closed by the arms above her. 

What a day it had been. She was slightly in delirium from all the sedatives. 

Dan hit the keyboard dramatically and two large horizontal pods in the wall 

blinked up and activated themselves. They slowly moved out of the wall, pushing 

over several boxes standing in the way. Their frame was out of metal, but the 

top had a glass cover. They were large enough to sleep in but were already 

occupied. Inside were two naked bodies. One male, one female. Fully built and 

equipped with all the upgrades Sam’s and Dan’s bodies were rejecting. If they 

stripped away the thick layer of metallic enhanced silicone skin, both bodies 

would look more like robots than humans. An energy core in their chest, bones 

replaced by reinforced materials, able to bend and reshape, and nanomachines 

flowing through the vein-like tubes of the body. Wires, implants, and modules 

connecting everything.  

The skin above had a layer for sensory feedback and was more precise and 

sensitive than human skin. Both bodies had completely new identities and 

looked very different from Sam and Dan. Both were bald and extremely fit as if 

they had worked out until their hair fell out. All exteriors of the body were 

modifiable; Skin and hair tone, facial and body structures. If they needed to, they 

could shape themselves into different people and create new identities. Most of 

the gadgets and tools they had been using were integrated in some way into the 

body. The tablet for connecting to all kinds of devices was replaced by the 

powerful brain implants that could connect wirelessly with different ranges and 

wavelengths to all sorts of electronics. The brain was partially brain matter, 

chips, drives, and liquid. All materials were neither purely electronic, mechanic 

or biologic, but a mix of all. It made them resilient against all kinds of biological 

and electronic attacks. These bodies were the secret project they had worked 

many years on. It was time to put them to the test. 

Sam got up and they switched seats. Now Dan was the one moaning while 

getting stitched together. He had some deep cuts on his arms that went all the 

way down to the bone. Sam made herself ready for the body swap and 

connected several cables onto her temple. 

“Wake up Sam. Wake up.” 
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It was the same memory again. It was relaxing and comforting, but irritating at 

the same time. She had to bear with it for a few hours till the memory would 

vanish into the back of her head again. She could still talk to Dan, but he was 

busy fixing his broken hand while the arms closed the cuts on his body. 

It felt like an eternity since they had started working together. Before the inner 

city had any gates, and the slums were only half their current size. Back then, 

maybe 20 instead of 50 million people lived in the slums. Far more manageable. 

They both got into the implant underground scene early on, as it was growing 

rapidly alongside the explosion of implant sales. They chatted over a darknet 

forum for many months before meeting in person. Sam had turned 16 and was 

living with a few friends in a small flat while fixing augments and chips for a small 

shop, occasionally installing new and illegal ones on customers and herself. The 

shop was in bad condition, and she was not making a lot of money, but she 

enjoyed every moment working there. Dan was more of a software guy and not 

as good with the hardware as she was. He had helped her with code for implants 

and chips and one day needed her help. He had never been in the slums before. 

His parents were middle-class and could afford an apartment in one of the more 

polished parts of town. Not anywhere close to the standards of the inner city, 

but less crime and more opportunities. 

After they had successfully upgraded his implants, they became friends offline. 

He was the first and only one she considered a true friend. Everyone else who 

called themself her friend was either out for a favor, or only stayed a friend as 

long as she would help with their problems. When she was not available, they 

would drop her like a hot potato. 

He was different. He did not expect anything in return. He just enjoyed the time 

with her, but it also kept him away from the misery that awaited him at home. 

His parents were married but behaved like two tribes at war. They were not 

giving each other the option to talk and were not eager to listen either. Their 

egos had gotten the better of them, and the longer they despised each other and 

avoided talking about it, the more they drifted apart. Dan did not know much 

about relationships, but he knew they needed help. He looked up advice online 

and became a part-time therapist for his parents. They both seemed to listen 

when talking to them on their own, but once together, nothing had changed. He 

contacted several therapists and managed to take his parents to a meeting 

without them knowing, but as soon as they understood the intentions of the 

meeting, both turned on him. Soon after, he left his parents and showed up at 
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Sam’s apartment with his belonging. He laid down on her bed and fell asleep 

while she was tending to the bruises on his face. 

A few weeks later, his parents were found dead in their apartment. His mother 

had shot his father several times in the chest and then herself in the head. Dan 

felt bitter and it took him some time to move on. It felt like it was his 

responsibility and fault, but if he had stayed with his parents, he would have 

shared their fate. He went to their apartment and collected the few things 

needed, then received the money from his parent’s accounts a few days later. It 

was enough to rent a small apartment for a few months, so together with Sam, 

he did. 

They started working full time in the shop together. Over the months they could 

afford some new upgrades and experimented with them. Then they turned 18 

and immediately were in debt. 251k for her, 151k for him. His parents had given 

him a head start, but it was not much. A few months later, the shop was busted 

by the police and both barely escaped. Someone had talked too openly about 

the illegal upgrades they were offering. 

They stayed off-grid in the slums and did dodgy business to stay afloat: hacking, 

data extraction, robbery. It was easy and brought them rent and food. Their debt 

was rising day by day, but they could not do anything about it. 

Once they had enough money, they paid off several corrupt police officers who 

cleared their logs, and they could get back on the grid. Small scale crime was 

happening so much in the city; nobody would notice if they would no longer be 

suspects. 

By then, they had enough expertise in the criminal underworld and continued 

doing the same job on the grid. They could have gone legal, but illegal work was 

multiple times as lucrative and numbed their moral responsibility. 

They had their fair share of problems in the first years, but the better they got, 

the faster they climbed the invisible ranks of the crime world. After a decade, 

they had become the most known unknown net-runners of the city, doing jobs 

exclusively for highly trusted clients and only accepted new ones by 

recommendation. Their debt climbed down from two million to under 200k. 

They had built themselves skill and prestige, but the ladder was now coming 

crashing down. They had to give up their identities and start anew to survive. 

Being there once before, they knew how to get back up again, but first, they had 

to figure out why they got screwed over. 
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Sam gasped out loud; she was now in both bodies at once. Her awareness 

expanded. It was a strange new feeling, but it faded very quickly as she was 

getting used to it. It felt like having two arms, two legs, both operating 

independently yet inherently connected. Her new body had opened its eyes and 

was looking outside the glass window at her. Her eyes met. She would have to 

stay for several more hours in the pod until the swap was complete. Dan had 

started the same procedure in the operating chair. The chair had gotten sticky 

from all the blood, and he was looking around, trying to find something to wipe 

it with. 

They had explored their sexuality together when they were young. It was 

pleasant and appealing but felt weird and awkward. The more they did it, the 

better they got, and the negative feelings around it faded. If they wanted sex, 

they had sex. If they wanted to fuck somebody else, they fucked somebody else. 

They were open about their sexual endeavors and did not feel guilty or jealous. 

Still, after all those years, they always gravitated back to each other. They had 

bound themselves together to work and survive; they had become much more 

than family or partners. 

Dan gasped the same way Sam had. He was now also aware of both his bodies. 

Sam looked over to him, and he knew exactly by her look what she wanted to try 

once they could control all four bodies. 

- 

It had taken almost an entire day to synch and move their consciousness and 

memories to their new bodies. Now their old human bodies were only running 

on commands from a direct connection to their new ones. They essentially 

behaved like zombies and could be cut off at any moment. It was already past 

noon when the four parted ways. Soon there would be only two of them left. 

The trans-clothes were old and a security risk. Their code could not be wiped 

from the bendable memory chips inside the clothing. But as soon as the owner 

would die, the chips would start to scramble themselves, erasing the notion that 

they had ever been anything else than regular clothes. They would wear them in 

honor until the very end. 

The way down to the lower city was easy; the way back up was hard. Around the 

corner from their hideout, a broken canalization tunnel was leading directly 

down into the old city. There were many entrances throughout the slums that 

had opened up over the years: damaged tunnels, fallen in buildings, or parts of 
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the concrete that had collapsed. They were small enough not to get noticed by 

the government and big enough to get through with a car or small quadcopter.  

After walking and sliding down the wet tunnels, they entered another world. Old, 

cold, empty, forgotten. The houses and complexes were falling apart, with most 

of them having already shed their painted facade, reveling their grey concrete. 

The noise from the upper city faded once they reached the streets. They walked 

along the empty streets of the old civilization. Only the leftovers reminded them 

that somebody had once lived here. 

Torn clothes and trash on the streets. Rusty and broken signs and billboards of 

once opened shops. Everything had long been destroyed, looted, and taken back 

by nature. Plants were growing around the walls and inside the buildings, small 

patches of grass poking out of the asphalt under their feet. Birds were chirping 

from the upper floors of the vacant houses where they had made themselves 

nests. An empty park had turned into a large field of grass and flowers. Several 

rabbits looked at them as they passed. 

Puddles and streams of water in the streets flowing back into the sea; the 

leftover of yesterday’s tide. They could see how high the water was getting from 

the dark marks it had left on the buildings. As they slowly descended through the 

streets, the marks started to ascend. They were getting closer to the pier. Closer 

to the end. 

An old friend would come for them. A person so charitable, he would give them 

80% of their own bounty. They knew Hagger for many years but had split ways 

long ago. He was a competitor in their business, once on top and highly 

respected. When he realized their potential, they became a threat to him. He 

gave them the impossible job he could not pull off himself and was sure they 

would fail and die. When they finished the job against all odds, doors to filthy 

rich clients opened up. They took over his place, and he ended up with routine 

work that was barely enough to cover his bills until even those were taken from 

him. His confidence and cockiness had kicked him off his throne, but he made 

them responsible for his situation. He hated them with a passion for all the 

misery of the past years; silent, painful hatred. He had not managed to get close 

to them ever again to make them pay for his suffering, but now, magically, he 

could. 

An anonymous contact had initiated an exchange. For 80% of the bounty, he 

could get them both. He would receive their location and they would be 

unarmed. It was too good to be true and sounded like a scam until the client who 
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issued the bounty messaged him. He had an additional task for him and would 

pay the moment the job was finished. 

- 

Hagger activated the video-feed of his retina while driving on his motorcycle. On 

the highway behind him, his friends were following on their bikes. They were 

ready to go anywhere for the 100k he had promised each of them. The highway 

vibrated from the sound of the loud machines. He connected the feed to the 

server of the client and started to smile. It would not give him back what they 

had taken, but it would give him closure, or so he thought. 

- 

The grey pier stretched out before them and gave Sam flashbacks of her 

memory. What had become of this place was remarkable. In just a few decades, 

everything had changed, but the structures remained the same. The once vibrant 

pier with dozens of boats, shops, and visitors had vanished. The docks, wooden 

planks, and pavement around them had cracks and holes all over, and parts of 

them had already disappeared in the ocean. It was depressing but beautiful in its 

own way. What a poetic way to end it here. Dan was standing a few meters 

behind her. 

‘I really loved these clothes. You think we can get a new set?’ 

She smiled at the ocean. She had never been sentimental, but something 

triggered in her and she shed a tear, a silent melancholic tear. 

‘It was nice working with you, Dan.’ 

‘Likewise.’ 

‘You already have a new name?’ 

‘No. You?’ 

‘Not really.’ 

The noise of motorcycles broke the silence. Five bikes, seven riders. Sam kept 

looking towards the ocean. It was a strange feeling. She knew she would not die, 

yet she knew that a part of her would. An outdated part, replaced by a new one. 

She could hear Hagger approaching, leading the small group. He always had a 

slight variation in the way he walked that made him identifiable. He probably 

never knew it being the reason he had ended up in jail several times. 

Identification by unique personal motoric was proof in court. She felt pity for 
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him. He had been a miserable and toxic person all his life, and he must hate them 

above everything else. She had never given a second thought about him when 

they took all his clients. He was simply not good enough. They were not 

responsible for how his life had turned out, or what he had done with it since, 

yet she felt like they could have given him an option, an opportunity for 

redemption and change. Like he was giving them now without knowing. 

The impossible job he had given them had never been impossible. They only had 

to think outside of their usual pattern of slum crime and data extraction. They 

had never told him how they finished the job and he had never asked. 

They were pushing Dan to the ground, and his face laded in muddy water. She 

heard the movement of an arm, then the click and whirring of strings in the air. 

Electricity waved through her body, and she fell from the bench. Dan was 

screaming up in the background, then she saw him. He enjoyed this moment; he 

had not changed, neither his look nor his personality. 

"This is all your pain, your suffering, the result of all your actions." 

That’s all he could think of. The pain and suffering of the years since he had met 

them. The decisions he had made himself but was not brave enough to face. He 

wasn’t talking to her; He was talking to himself. He just did not realize it. 

He lifted her arm and injected the syringe. 

“Sleep tight bitch.” 
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04 

“Wake up Sam. Wake up.” 

She was still in the dream. She looked into the blacked-out face that was still 

missing a smile. 

“Fuck off.” 

“You missed all the boats, my girl. Did you have a nice nap?” 

She could now remember how she had ended up here, but what went wrong? 

After their bodies had died, the tiny rest of the data would have swapped into 

the new bodies. Did something happen? She could not reach Dan nor control her 

body. She had no connection to the outside world. She was stuck in this memory. 

Her heaven and hell. 

She was stuck inside her old body. Something had prevented the final swap. She 

remembered the syringe. It did not look like the usual death cocktail. She could 

speculate endlessly, she now had all the time in the world, but it would not help 

her one bit. She had to wait. Again. 

Sedated by the memory, she started to meditate into it and lose her sense of 

time. 
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05 

Sam was laying on the white stretcher in the room over. It wasn't clear how much 

time she had left, if any. The old man wasn't able to help them and did not even 

want to. It was not his business, and he wanted them out of his house as fast as 

possible. Only the gun in the bald man’s hand persuaded him to continue. 

Tech implants were not his specialty and his lab did not have the tools needed. 

He could only keep himself busy with the things he knew. He would try to waste 

some time, maybe she would die by then and they would both disappear. 

His lab was dusty and unorganized. He had not used it in many months. People 

would come to him to get a health checkup way below legal prices, but today 

turned out quite different. In the afternoon, the bald man had knocked on the 

door to his container, the woman on his arms. He knew who she was, but he did 

not recognize the bald one. Her bounty had just been taken, and he had no 

interest in getting a bounty on his head for helping her. 

After a minute, the door swung open and the man came in. He had overwritten 

the security system and looked pissed. 

“Is that how you greet old friends Salim?” 

The bald guy had no idea what he was talking about. Sam Vahn was not his 

friend, and he did not even know him. Sam Vahn was working with Dan Obun. 

Both were people nobody wanted to mess with. He knew Sam from when she 

was working off-grid. She had done many jobs for him, and he had exploited her 

expertise as much as he could. At some point, she must have gotten behind how 

little he was paying her and had not contacted him since. Maybe the bald guy 

knew and was being sarcastic? 

“You better fix her up, or I will fry that lung implant of yours.” 

That woke Salim up. How did he know about the implant? It had been done off-

grid and never landed in his medical records. He never told anyone about the 

scarred tissue in his lungs. Streams of anxiety were flowing all over his body. 

He was starting to sweat and baldy noticed. He was smiling, which made Salim 

even more nervous. It took him a while to find out what was going on with Sam. 

Her implants seemed to be running on reserve, and he could not establish a 

connection to them. Her body seemed to be in a coma. Baldy went through the 

stuff in his rooms and did not seem pleased. 
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“You have nothing useful here, old man. None of this crap can help with 

implants. How can you call yourself a doctor?” 

“I don’t call myself a doctor. I just check up on people, not more.” 

“Seems like it.” 

The large container that Salim called his home was only sorted in the first few 

rooms. From where the bald guy had entered a small office with bookshelves on 

the walls opened up on the left, a desk with chairs and essential medical 

equipment for patients on the right. Behind the dark brown desk, a leaned-on 

door connected to the large lab they were in, and a small ladder was leading 

upstairs into his private rooms. The old lab equipment was built into the walls of 

the room and covered in dust, but somehow still worked. 

Salim took some of Sam’s blood and ran it through the large apparatus covering 

the wall behind her. The model was at least a decade old but still did its job. The 

two of them sat on chairs facing each other for several minutes till the machine 

pinged; Salim looking at the floor, baldy starring into Salim’s eyes. The results 

came up on the monitor, and he had to freshen up his memory by finding the 

manual. He could not remember what half of it meant. 

“Her blood values are all over the place. Maybe she has a virus or an infection?” 

Baldy had already streamed the results to his mind and filtered through them on 

his retina. 

“You are an idiot. A useful idiot.” 

The only important results were the anomaly in her blood and the error report 

of her implant. Her body had been paralyzed, and her implant was attacked by a 

virus. It was able to defend itself and had put her into a coma, just in time before 

the virus could cause any severe damage. 

He now knew what he had to do to wake her up. He changed the options of the 

large machine and isolated the virus strain. The results popped into his mind. It 

was not a virus; it was an implant upgrade. The liquid in her blood had not 

attacked her body; it was trying to overwrite her implants from the inside. It 

would sooner or later overwhelm the implants and execute its code. The old 

machine had no option to examine the code itself, so they had to analyze the 

sample later. 
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Salim was standing next to him while he was hammering the buttons of the 

machine, developing a formula that would isolate the liquid in her body and flush 

it out. 

“Do you have a manual for this old junk in your head? I never saw any of these 

options when I used it.” 

“You are lucky that you still have this “junk” around. This series is quite rare these 

days. The newer models are smaller, but their failure rate is higher. This thing 

will probably last many more decades if you take good care of it.” 

“Why do you know all this stuff? Who the hell are you?” 

“You don’t want to know, and soon you won’t remember.” 

The bald man’s anger seemed to have vanished once he had gotten his hands on 

the machine. Salim had no idea what he had done, but it seemed like it would 

wake Sam up. He was relieved, soon they would leave again. He just hoped 

nobody had seen them entering his office. 

A vial filled itself inside the machine till it pinged, then baldy injected it into Sam’s 

arm. She immediately woke up and sat straight on the stretcher. The bald man 

smiled. 

‘Dan? You ok? What the fuck went wrong with my transfer?’ 

‘Relax. I’m good. Let me show you the video feed.’ 

He was watching her, sitting on the bench at the pier, the grey ocean in the 

background. Footsteps, then an impact and he fell to the ground. They fixated 

him. Then he saw her getting tased and falling from the bench. He heard how 

one of the guys holding him pulled out a gun. Their old friend whispered 

something into Sam’s ear, then injected a syringe into her port. Her connection 

dropped. Then a gunshot. They had shot Dan in the head. He was now in his new 

body but could still watch the video-feed of his old one. Their old friend started 

screaming. They were not supposed to shoot him. His goons had messed up and 

he was angry. He walked over to Dan’s body and injected the same syringe into 

his port. 

“The tide is going to wash them out.” 

The implant fried and his connection dropped. 
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‘I got in the new body, but yours was in a coma. I went to the pier. My implant 

was burned and my body cold. You were still in there somehow. I burned my 

body and took you here. It was the closest place with an analyzer.’ 

‘I’m connected to both bodies again. I can transfer now before this one falls 

apart.’ 

‘There was a virus in your blood that was trying to overwrite your implants. It 

must have worked on me, but your implants were fighting back. I took a sample 

and flushed the virus out of your body.’ 

‘What about the bounty?’ 

‘Everything worked. We got the money and it’s already untraceable. I already 

settled the debt payments. The government won’t bother us anymore.’ 

‘So, what next?’ 

They looked over to the old man. For Salim, only a second had passed since Sam 

had woken up. 

“Hello, old friend. Haven’t seen you in a while.” 

Salim gasped as he saw the young girl coming to him all those years ago. She had 

thought of him as a mentor, but he only used her for his gain. He built himself a 

proper office from her efforts. He did not even pay for the implants that broke 

on the jobs he sent her. He got reminded that it was one of the reasons his 

daughter had left him. Had he ever done anything for anyone else than himself? 

After everything Sam had done for him, he was not even willing to help her while 

she was dying. 

“Don’t worry; we’ll be gone in a moment. We only need to use your oven.” 

Oven? He had a body-sized incinerator hidden behind a cabinet in his office and 

made a small side income by burning bodies. He did not ask any questions as 

long as he was paid. Was this how it would end for him? Was she the angel that 

had been lingered over him all those years? His lung implant, the two strokes, 

and the stents all around his heart. He had survived all this, only to get 

confronted by the person he had used the most. She had brought him years of 

wealth and peace, but nothing comes without a price. He dropped on his knees 

and started to weep on the cold and dusty floor. 

There was no argument, no reason for them to spare him. His vision got blurry, 

and emptiness filled his heart and mind. Sam looked at him without any 

emotions in her face. 
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“Who said we need it for you? You are not getting away that easily. You fucked 

up a lot in your life, but it’s not over yet. Dying would be the easiest way out.” 

She jumped off the stretcher and squatted down to look him in the eyes. 

“This is what is going to happen; you will receive a weekly paycheck. You will 

become legal, get yourself a medical implant, and treat people at the same rates 

you have been treating them before; way below legal. You will clean your lab 

and keep it that way. You will also have two VIPs who you will help with 

everything, at any time. They have full access to your stuff, and you won’t stand 

in their way. You will also forget that I was ever here. You will only remember 

this gentleman, but you will keep all the memories of the emotions you had 

today. He will make sure of that. If you don’t follow these instructions, the 

payments will stop, and you can continue to live your miserable life. It is your 

choice.” 

While he had not fully felt it, something in him had changed. A small light had 

turned on in the darkness and kept growing. It was an opportunity many people 

in this world needed. 

“Goodbye old friend. Goodbye, Salim.” 

Dan pulled out his gun and shot Sam in the head. Blood sprayed on the walls and 

floor. Her eyes were still open, observing the shocked Salim cover himself in 

urine. 

After her body was burned, Dan altered Salim’s memories. When the trauma was 

still fresh, it was easy to inject and change certain information that the mind 

would find more comfortable to process. Sam had never been here, and Salim 

had only talked to an angry bald guy the entire time. Now that Sam was dead, 

the man reminded him of all she had done for him, then gave him a choice and 

disappeared. 

It would take many days, if not weeks, until Salim would fully accept the memory, 

but he would dream of it every night. One way or another, he would not turn 

into a loose end. After injecting the memory, Salim fell asleep in his lab. 

‘Have you decided on a new name yet?’ 

‘Vaile.’ 

‘I’ll call you V then.’ 

‘What about you?’  



35 
 

‘Zed.’ 

‘Z it is then. Jesus, that feels weird.’ 

- 

He was sitting in his quadcopter while watching the video feed. The copter was 

flying in from the ocean side, and through its glass, he could immerse himself in 

the city around him. From the outside, the glass appeared black, but inside it was 

fully transparent. The sky was grey, but the skyscrapers of the inner city were 

always glowing in a bright white-yellow-mint tone. They were entangled and had 

long structures and bridges connecting one another. It looked like a vast ring of 

interwoven threads, shielded off by a wall to the uncivilized and dirty part of the 

city, full of chaos and crime. Below it, almost forgotten and blurred out, the grey 

old city. From up here, the pier was barely visible, but he knew he was looking in 

the right direction. 

He had deactivated the audio-feed when he noticed that this idiot was driving 

an absurdly loud motorcycle through the city, with several more following him. 

He was not going to hire this guy again and had already put him on the blacklist. 

As much as the two needed to disappear, he already missed their 

professionalism. 

He was feeling strangely intimidated when he saw them not trying to flee or 

fight. They did not even bother to turn around. Did they play a bigger game he 

had no idea about? Then they shot Dan in the head. The fact that he would pay 

these goons 20 million made him visibly upset. He could have done a better job 

going there himself. At least the guy had scanned their implants and used the 

syringe as he was told to. Dan’s implant started to burn through his forehead. 

Sam was dead, but the implant had not fried. It looked like the virus had wiped 

it instead. Good enough. Usually, the virus would blow them up, but he expected 

them to have modified implants. The fact that it had still worked spoke for itself. 

After he received the files, he sent out the bounty and closed the offer. He 

thought for a moment, then checked their profiles and logs. Their debt to the 

government had just been paid off. They must have had an emergency fund 

ready in case they would die. Even in death, they were protecting their client 

from the eyes of the government. True professionals. 

The copter landed on the tiny roof near the top of the thin needle. The roof was 

filled with plants growing down the floors and covered the windows. It was 

windy and started to rain as he adjusted his black and grey striped suit and tie. 
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His hair did not budge as he strode into the building. Checking out the 

manufacturing site was tiring him: the hour-long flight to the outskirts of the city 

and hours of walking through the absurdly large plant. At least everything had 

been moving along at the pace he needed it to. Everything was waiting for him 

to push the button. 

The meeting he was about to have was just as important as the rest of the plan 

and needed to work flawlessly, but he had made sure of it. The rain started to 

hammer against the windows as he passed the empty conference rooms. 
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06 

‘Isn’t it hypocritical for us to lecture Salim when we both are doing the same? 

Profiting from a corrupt and broken system, kill and extort for money.’ 

They were back in their hideout and analyzed the sample. Their small analyzer 

that looked like a microwave was buzzing in the background while Z was trying 

to decrypt the data of the psycho from the butcher shop. 

V turned towards him. Her blond hair was shoulder length and tied to a ponytail. 

He had stayed bald. Her voice had gotten deeper and was a lot more nuanced. 

When she spoke, you could hear the tension in her words. She sounded like a 

person you don’t want to mess with. 

“There are many reasons we could use as an excuse. We grew into a world of 

crime and did what we had to survive. Somebody else would have done it, if not 

us. But it does not matter. We liked what we did, and we were good at it. The 

system is fucked, but we can dial it little by little with our actions. After all, we 

are not the cold-blooded killer everyone thinks we are. We give people choices 

and leak the really nasty shit. It’s not like we don’t care.” 

“But is it enough?” 

V walked over to the bald man who was staring at the floor like a sad puppy. She 

got down on her knees, put her hands on his cheeks, and looked him in the eyes. 

He must have thought about this a lot after he had died. She could feel the 

importance it had to him. 

“You know that it is not enough, just because you are asking the question. We 

can do better; everyone can. This is a fresh start for us. We can start something 

new, something better. How much money do we have left?” 

“Replacing the equipment, getting new trans-clothes, and another set of body-

backups and minus the debt, we are short just under ten million.” 

“Sounds like more than enough to start a life with some new work ethics.” 

She gently slapped his cheeks a few times, and he started to cheer up. They could 

have done this a lot earlier, but better late than never. She got back to the 

microwave, dissecting their sample. 

The activity on the grid that had spiked from the bounty hunt had gone back to 

normal. Nobody knew they were still alive, and nobody expected so. There were 

some threads on the darknet forums about the claimed bounty and its 
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implications. Sam and Dan had been respected in the business, but of course, 

they also had their enemies. 

 

“Insane. I would have never thought to see this day. Any idea how they ended 

up getting a bounty on their head?” 

“I heard they fucked up a job from a huge client. Some corporate billionaire. 

Seems like they pissed off the wrong person.” 

“With them gone, there will be some space to fill.” 

“I’ve had some deals with them over the years and they were true 

professionals. Rare to find these days.” 

“I’m glad they are rotting in hell. These assholes have suppressed the market 

for many years and made it impossible to get any VIP client.” 

“If you think you can only build your reputation with them gone, you are pretty 

inexperienced kiddo. Go back to school and stop shitposting.” 

“Suck a cock faggot.” 

 

She smiled; it seems like the net had not changed one bit.  

The microwave pinged and the results were in. They both went through the data 

that was streamed into their minds and found the code they were looking for. 

‘This looks like the same shit from the psycho. Same professional code.’ 

‘Look at this. How is this possible? It can overwrite the implant. The is some day-

0 security nightmare.’ 

‘Let’s test it on the equipment. If the code works, it will fry the implant after they 

get the update.’ 

They took some old implants from the cabinet in the back of the room. Those 

were older generations still massively used among people. GPS-navigation, audio 

and video recording, simple commands, and internet access. A smartphone the 

size of a fingernail sticking under the skin of your forehead. They connected them 

with small cables to their PC and made them update. A few seconds after the 

update, three implants started to catch fire on the table. 

‘Oh, fuck. Get down. The boards are gonna explode.’ 
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They both dropped on the floor just in time before the implants started to pop. 

It sounded like a gunshot from a low caliber rifle. When they got up, their desk 

had three black stains and small dents. The small pieces of the implants were 

scattered around the room, but one implant was still lying untouched on the 

table. 

‘So, we have a 25% failure rate, or is this one a slow burner?’ 

They wiped the black stains from the monitor and checked on the implant. It had 

rejected the update and ran just as before. 

‘I knew the attack surface for implants was huge, but this is bringing it to new 

levels. If this goes public, millions are going to die. Heads are going to pop in the 

streets. Literally.’ 

‘How is this even possible with these small chips? How could they get approved 

if they can explode and kill you?’ 

‘Everything can explode and kill you; it’s just highly unlikely. But someone must 

have found the needle in the haystack to do exactly that. Turn implants into 

explosives.’ 

‘This is not some failed update; this is a terror attack. If this code gets shared 

anywhere, it will spread like a virus. It does not even need to be pushed as an 

official update, it could just be embedded into a file or website and still execute.’ 

‘The code is written too well for terrorists though. More likely some government 

or corporation that is behind this.’ 

‘But why did the fourth one not blow up like his friends?’ 

They went through the log of the implant. It was referring to several sub-scripts 

which they followed until they had their answer. 

‘These implants were from ELIM. The last one was an old DEPHI. Let’s get out the 

others.’ 

They collected the implants that had found their way into the hideout over the 

years. They tested the non-ELIM ones first, and all of them rejected the update 

across all OS versions. After they blew up another six ELIM implants, they took 

an in-depth look at the code. If this was specifically made for ELIM implants, it 

was a corporate takeover. 

ELIM had been the leading implant company for over twenty years. Their market 

share was over 95%, and they had made sure that it would stay that way. Inside 
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the inner part of cities, the only implants you could get were ELIM. Sellers were 

rewarded for not letting in competitors, and the government was partially 

invested and paid off by ELIM. The market share in the slums was a bit different. 

About 70% ELIM and 25% DELPHI. While the ELIM implants were top of the line 

and the best you could get, DELPHI was cheaper and all major updates 

completely free. DELPHI had found its niche in the poor people of the slums. 

V opened her eyes. She had taken a nap on the small couch that was hidden 

behind the wall of boxes. What felt like 30 minutes had turned into three hours. 

She looked over to Z, who was still sitting in front of the PC. It was weird sleeping 

in the new body. She could tune out all bodily sensations during her sleep. It felt 

so much more relaxing and energizing. 

‘You found anything?’ 

‘You were right. This is a corporate takeover.’ 

She got up from the couch and a few boxes spread their insides all over the floor. 

She did not bother and walked over them. She felt a sense of clarity she never 

had before. Awareness of every step she took. An upgraded version of the 

human body. 

‘I checked most of the implants and they all blow up for the same reason; ELIM’s 

code infrastructure. It had not changed since the 5.0 update seven years ago. All 

implants that were made after 5.0 are affected up to the newest version.’ 

‘That would affect 89% of currently used implants.’ 

‘I also found out why ours didn’t explode. Mine only fried, and yours was actively 

fighting the code because they were modified. Both were ELIM implants, but we 

installed our own OS and overwrote the code down to the hardware level. But 

even then, it wasn’t enough to fully stop it.’ 

‘Didn’t Kaiser sell his part of ELIM a few months ago?’ 

Z looked at her with open eyes. She had found the piece of the puzzle he had 

been looking for the past hours. 

They still had access to Kaiser’s portfolio and checked the recent transactions. 

Through one of his subsidiary companies, Kaiser had sold the 26% share of ELIM 

over the past year. He had been a shareholder even before the 5.0 update and 

had made billions from ELIM. It took them a while to find the corresponding 

DELPHI transactions. He had created several companies and subsidiaries only for 

the purpose of acquiring DELPHI. He had been the majority shareholder for 
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almost three months now, but he did not appear anywhere on official sites. He 

was smart enough to keep his involvement hidden. 

‘Makes sense that he wanted us out of the picture. We knew about all the 

involvement and jobs he pulled for ELIM. Would be easy for us to trace his 

involvement in DELPHI and blackmail him.’ 

‘But then why the last job? He knew we would see the code in that psycho’s 

implant.’ 

‘Maybe he was trying to cover something up. Do you know which implant the 

guy had? Maybe it was the same update, but it fucked the guy’s brain instead. 

Maybe he was a lab rat for the virus and nobody else was supposed to know 

about it. A good enough reason to kill.’ 

‘Could be. The implant details are not visible from the data. I also can’t get access 

to the actual files we extracted. Without the encryption key, cracking it would 

take years.’ 

‘Do you think Kaiser would push this as an update and kill millions just to take 

over the market?’ 

‘Does not make sense to me. He was a ruthless business guy, but he never did 

go that far. If he does, there must be more to it than just money. The guy is 

already among the ten richest people on the planet. And the jobs we pulled for 

him were never purely about money. We always fixed something broken or out 

of control. He used us for damage control; playing defense, not offense.’ 

‘There is no reason for him not to do it. As soon as someone would find out about 

this, his advantage would be gone, and the implants would be made to reject the 

virus. The power it gives him is only temporary. Even bribing ELIM would make 

no sense because he already jumped ship. I think he is going full takeover. He 

wants the entire market for himself, maybe not for money but control over the 

government. The government would have to drop ELIM and get in bed with 

DELPHI, where Kaiser is pulling strings.’ 

‘What should we do?’ 

‘We go to ELIM and push an update. By the time anyone would notice or roll it 

back, we have it leaked. They won’t dare to roll back once it’s public, and Kaiser 

would have lost his trump card. We also need to check out what is going on with 

DELPHI and get access to the data from the psycho.’ 
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V took the worn-out green jacket hanging from the surgery chair and was ready 

to go out. 

‘You think this is a good idea? Does not feel like our usual work. Way too legal 

and upright.’ 

Z was smiling and she shared it. 

‘I thought that is what you wanted? Nobody knows what we did before this, and 

nobody has to. We can be the heroes of our own little story. Maybe not as fancy 

and famous, but hey, as long as we like it.’ 
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07 

The green helicopter landed on top of the military complex. The loose snow on 

the roof was pushed away by the rotating blades until only a thick layer of ice 

remained. Breath was starting to crystalize inside the helicopter and got stuck 

on nose and mouth outside of it. The sun was shining through a thick layer of 

clouds, but it only brightened the mood, not the temperature. The old building 

complex in the middle of the forest was not found on any map and had no road 

leading towards it. The trees, as everything around, were covered in snow. There 

was supposed to be a storm approaching later today that would cover everything 

in several more meters of white. Nobody would be able to enter or exit the 

complex for at least a few weeks. 

She had already been freezing inside the helicopter, but outside, it felt like she 

was walking through ice water. Less than an hour in this cold and you are dead. 

She had lived under these conditions half her life but now hated this place. Two 

soldiers opened the door and made sure she was inside before saluting her. The 

empty corridors and stairs were barely warmer than outside. In the basement 

levels, she started to see signs of life, and the temperate kept rising. Chatter filled 

the occupied rooms. A movie was running on an old TV, and a board game was 

on the table next to several bottles of unidentifiable liquid. She took off her thick 

jacket and coat and had to wait on the stairs for a moment to not get a shock 

from the drastic switch in temperatures. She only had three hours till she would 

fly back in the same helicopter, as long as the pilot would not decide otherwise.  

There was not much information on the two prisoners. They were the suspects 

behind the 1B attack, but they had not gotten any information out of them over 

the past months. There was only room for speculation. Corporate espionage or 

terrorism were the most probable reasons, but there was no evidence pointing 

to either. Even the identities of both were clean: upstanding citizens with no 

prior violations. Because of the power outage in the entire building, they had no 

video evidence of them doing anything, but them being at the wrong place at 

the wrong time seemed highly unlikely. The whole operation was top secret, only 

her and a few others knew about it. Finding a scapegoat for the 1B accident was 

easy; finding the truth was not. 

She entered the cell block four floors below ground and passed the two security 

chambers. Her connection to the grid had already broken up several hours ago, 

but down here, no transmission was getting through. She felt isolated and alone. 

Grey cells with dim light from the floor, a toilet, sink, and bed. Mold on the walls 

and water dripping from the ceiling. It reminded her how old this facility was. 
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They had already kept prisoners here many decades ago, back when the blizzards 

of snow were only rarely bringing them the temperatures they had all year now. 

Being here for anything longer than a month would turn even the strongest 

people weak if they did not die first. 

The last time she had been here was two months ago. She had watched the 

uneventful questioning through the glass of the interrogation room. Both 

prisoners stayed silent, even when they tortured them. Waterboarding, electric 

shocks, breaking their fingers, and pulling toenails. No gasp, no scream, it was 

truly terrifying. She was not scared of them, but of their dedication and 

endurance. She developed a weird kind of respect as she watched them. Those 

two were more determined to their cause than anyone she had ever seen. 

She walked down the empty hallway and entered the interrogation room. The 

woman was sitting behind the large desk, chained on a metal chair. She stared 

into her eyes from the moment she entered as if she had waited for her. The 

room was brighter than the hallway and the cells, but the walls were just as plain. 

The woman still looked as healthy as she had been months ago. Even her blond 

hair seemed completely fine, despite no proper way to wash them. This shithole 

had not changed her mentally nor physically. 

“How are you?” she started, not expecting any response. They had not talked to 

anyone since they had been here. She sat down at the other side of the table 

and looked at the woman: no answer, but a smile. 

“I’m glad you came back.” 

She was confused but tried not to show it. How did the woman know she had 

been here before? Was it a bluff? Why did she speak all of a sudden? 

“So, you can talk after all. That’s a relief. I thought we would get nowhere with 

both of you. We need to talk about the reason you are here.” 

The woman’s smile widened. 

“It’s quite remarkable what you can achieve in a few months of silence. We have 

to thank you for it. After all, you decided to keep us here longer.” 

Were the guards too talkative to them? The woman should not know anything 

about the decision to keep them here. She was finally getting somewhere, but 

not in the way she had hoped. 

“It’s about time we leave, don’t you think? You wouldn’t believe me, but the last 

few weeks started to get a bit boring.” 
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The door to the interrogation room opened, and the other prisoner came inside. 

The man was wearing one of the thick insulated soldier jackets and carried two 

more of them. 

“Everything is ready.” 

She hastily stood up and fell backward over her chair. 

“Guards! Guards!” 

“Hey, hey. No need to scream. We are not going to hurt you, or anyone else. 

Thanks to your little friend, we won’t have to.” 

The woman smiled and poked at her temple. She had broken the metal chains 

without making any noise and was walking around the table towards her. Or had 

she never been chained in the first place? 

“We have a long flight ahead of us, and you will be back home sooner than 

expected. You will have dinner with your husband and be relieved that the two 

commanders you had to pick up were on time. You will put your daughters to 

bed and have a nice and long sleep.” 

The woman took her by the shoulders and gently pushed her out of the room. 

Many years ago, she had trained martial arts, but all of the moves seemed to 

have vanished from her mind. They walked through the security chamber and 

the guards greeted them at the exit. She started to talk, but her words made less 

sense the more she said. 

“C-Can’t you see that you are letting out… prisoners?” 

“I’m sorry General, but the commanders were waiting for you for a long time 

already. I think it would be wise if we don’t let them wait any longer.” 

She looked over to the two commanders behind her. Both were smiling childishly 

as if she was their grandma showing signs of dementia. 

“How are you doing this? You are terrorists? You killed over a million people?” 

She immediately felt like she had insulted them, and the confusion in her face 

got accompanied by a tone of shame and regret. They walked upstairs into the 

cold. The guards saluted their commanders before they opened the door and 

hushed them into the spinning helicopter. The storm had reached them earlier 

than expected, and the helicopter was blowing snow in their faces. They took off 

and left the facility behind. The soldiers quickly ran back and closed the door 

behind them. The snow-storm was getting thicker by the minute, and they could 
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barely see the trees several meters below them. The two commanders were 

sitting in front of her and did not seem to be impressed by the cold. She was 

getting tired and her eyes started to feel heavy. 

“Don’t worry, you will forget us soon.” 

She fell asleep shortly after and dreamed of the two commanders she had to pick 

up from the remote location. She could not remember their faces, but she 

remembered that the prisoners they interrogated had died a while ago. They 

would never find out their involvement in the 1B attack, but by now, most of the 

world had already moved on anyway. Nobody would shed a tear. 
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08 

“Julio, your father will be back home late today. Don’t forget to pick up his shoes 

from the market.” 

Julio took the small linen bags that were hanging on the door handle and the 

receipt that was taped above it. 

“Don’t get home too late. You know how dangerous it gets in the evenings.” 

He closed the door and stood several stories above a large crowd moving 

through the small street. He could look down the small container complex and 

see them rush and squeeze around the corners. It was noisy from all the people, 

and dust from the street blew into his face as a small drone flew over the crowd. 

It was a blue police drone headed for the market. Hopefully, there would be no 

blockade today. A few days ago, several people had been killed in and around 

the market and the police had blocked off the entire area. He was being held on 

the market for several hours until he could get back home. The few images that 

appeared on social media looked like some gang-related crime, but there were 

far more people dead than usual and far too much police presence. Important 

gang members had to be involved, which would explain why the police were 

suddenly so interested. Usually, they would only come to pick up the bodies and 

ask the necessary questions to categorize the crime, but not actually investigate. 

He left the small container he lived in behind and merged into the crowd below. 

Dozens of people stomping over the concrete while chatting, breathing, and 

sweating next to each other. His errands would take longer than expected. He 

checked the piece of paper with the list of vegetables. He barely had enough 

money in his pockets for all of it. 

His mother always wrote everything down on paper, although she could have 

just sent him a message. He might not have an implant as she did, but his phone 

was still doing its job. Looking like the super poor who could not even afford a 

phone was not necessary. No vendor or store would give him a discount; they 

were more inclined to throw him out because of it. And the people who would 

see his phone would not steal it; they would pity him for the old model he 

owned. 

The crowd opened up as they reached the large plaza. The market was just ahead 

and he could already smell the street food. The people in front of him were 

drawn to the smell and began to move at a faster pace. The chatter from the 

stands grew louder and music was blaring from apartments above. The noise of 
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pots and pans clanging on metal, oil sizzling, and food being fried. It was like its 

own orchestra. Above them on the highway, only the large e-trucks were loud 

enough to pierce through and mix into the sound. 

Julio made his way to a small shop below an apartment building. He showed his 

receipt and picked up his father’s shoes. This wasn’t the first time they had to 

get fixed. They had stitches all over the places where the leather was connected 

to the sole. Buying new shoes was way more expensive than getting them fixed, 

and if they actually would buy new clothes, his father's shoes were not the first 

thing that needed replacement. 

Julio was working for a small implant shop a few buildings further into the 

market. The shop was filled with electronics of all kinds, covering large tables 

and shelves on the walls. People came here to buy in bulk or get their stuff fixed. 

He came by daily, and at least every second day, he had an implant to fix. It was 

as with broken shoes; some parts had torn off and needed to get stitched 

together again. It was not much money that he made from it, but it was better 

than no money. Over the past months, he had put some aside to buy himself an 

implant. His parents both received implants many years ago from the factory 

they had worked at. Their models were old and outdated, but still useful to this 

day. 

Their job had been to monitor the production line and do a last check if the 

produced chips were working correctly. It was not great, but those jobs were at 

least somewhat safe from being automated. Developing robots and AI for it was 

too expensive, and the production would not get outsourced for cheaper labor 

because of its strategic location near the city. 90% of the factory’s implants were 

directly sold in the city, eliminating any shipping costs for the company. 

Four years ago, the company was cutting on employees and fired his mother. 

They had to move out of their small apartment near the slum into a small 

container in the middle of it. The container had a few rooms, but barely any 

isolation. It was freezing in the winter, and the walls were thin enough to hear 

the people on the street passing by. His mother had tried to make money with 

smaller jobs, but there was barely any use for her. Her implants were outdated, 

and she was too old for most physical work. One evening on her way home, she 

was robbed and beaten up by a group of teenagers. They had left her 

unconscious in the street. As the police arrived the next morning to pick up the 

body, they noticed that she was still alive. Such crime was common, but had the 

police cared and showed up a few hours earlier, her condition today would have 
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been a lot better. They took her to a hospital, but her insurance would only cover 

half of the bill. 

She had suffered brain damage from the beating and continued to limp on her 

left leg. It took them two years to pay off the hospital bill. His mother had worked 

from home for several call-centers, but most of them were swapping the last 

parts of their hotline to AI voice and answering programs. His parents wanted to 

buy him an implant for his 14th birthday, but that present was now postponed 

indefinitely. 

He picked up the vegetables from the market and managed to get everything 

with the cash he had on him. He walked home with the filled bags and would 

come back to the implant shop later. 

He dropped the bags off in the kitchen, which brought a smile to his mother’s 

face. She was excited to cook for them today. She was trying out new recipes she 

had found on the internet, and they all enjoyed the variety that had entered their 

diet. An exhausted skinny man was lying on the couch. His father had come 

home, and the 12-hour shifts were not passing by unnoticed. He had started to 

look paler and skinnier than Julio had ever seen him. With his scruffy beard and 

old jeans, he looked like a beggar, if it was not for the white jacket from work 

which turned him into a poor hipster. His father greeted him with a waving hand 

but kept his eyes closed. Julio hoped he could one day make a change in his 

father’s life. Get him a new job, a less draining one. Or at least not end up like 

him. Maybe that was already enough. 

The implant shop was as busy as the market. Lots of people were standing inside 

and bought all kinds of equipment. He got noticed the moment he entered. The 

slightly overweight, half-bald owner with a thick beard, beige shorts, and striped 

shirt wobbled towards him. 

“Julio, my boy, I have three implants that need quick fixing. I’ll pay you double 

for each. They need to be done today. Get to work.” 

Julio walked into the back of the store and over to the small workbench. It was a 

wooden desk that had burned spots and cuts all over it. The implants were in a 

little box on the table. The sides of the table and the rest of the room was filled 

with dusty containers. Besides him working here, the room was mostly used for 

storage. But the stuff inside the boxes was already several years old, so it was 

more of a dump that storage. He had never gotten double pay for any repair job 

before, and it motivated him. Three implants plus double pay was the income of 
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an entire week for him. Maybe he could get implant updates for his parents the 

next time they were on sale. 

Two implants had fried connections that he needed to replace, and the third one 

needed a full reboot. It was easy work and he had all of them running within an 

hour. Before he handed them back, he checked each of them for their data. He 

connected them to the small hand-sized computer on the desk by sticking them 

onto a small magnet. Sometimes the implants still had something valuable on it; 

an old wallet with spare change or ID details he could sell on the darknet. People 

were careless with their data, but he knew that most of the implants coming to 

the shop were stolen anyway. Their store policy stated that all the implants 

would get wiped, which gave him the opportunity to bump his small income. 

The first two had no useful data on it. The third implant took a while to reboot. 

While it was reinstalling, he already handed out the two finished ones to the 

delight of his boss. He received the invoice on his phone and a pat on the 

shoulder. 

It took a few more minutes until the last implant was done. It was a newer ELIM 

model. Two years old, which was brand new in the slums. The code architecture 

was quite different from the other ones, and he spent some time studying it. He 

searched for a wallet or ID and found both. The ID sold for five times the usual 

on the black market, and the wallet was unusually strong secured. He moved it 

to his phone and wiped the data from the implant. His boss was happy with him 

completing the job quickly. 

“Julio, you have been working with me for almost a year now, and I thought it 

was time to show my appreciation. When I asked you why you want to work 

here, you said to buy yourself an implant. I know you can’t afford the ones I am 

selling here, but from time to time, I get my hands on some old off-brand 

implants. Today, one was mixed into a shipment by accident, and the seller did 

not want it back. My first thought was not to sell it but to give it to you. I liked 

the idea, and it stuck in my mind all day. So, here it is.” 

He took the small implant out of his large pocket and put it into Julio’s hand. Julio 

noticed how similar the off-brand model looked to its branded counterpart and 

was eager to test it in the back of the shop. The rectangular implant had a 

transparent color that was hiding the chipset in the middle. On its four corners, 

the small silver metallic grips were reflecting the light that came from above. It 

looked used and had some scratches on the surface, but that was not a big deal. 

His boss looked as happy as he felt. 
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“I’m glad you like it. This is one of the older models which sticks on the outside 

of your skin. I only wiped the data and reinstalled the OS because it was giving 

me errors. If you want to tweak or experiment on it, feel free to do so when you 

are here. Come by tomorrow and let me know how life with an implant is like.” 

He wobbled back to the front of the store, where several customers already 

waited for him. Julio cleaned the implant on the workbench and put it on his 

temple. He watched himself in a dusty mirror that was standing on a shelf. The 

small LEDs of the implant started to light up, and the surface changed its color 

to fit his skin. Only the four silver metallic grips on the side of the implant did not 

change. From afar, nobody could see his implant, and even up close, you would 

need to take a good look at the four silver dots to see it. 

He took the small bottle of liquid from one of the shelves nearby and dripped a 

few drops onto his eyeballs. It took a while for the liquid to form an even surface 

on his retina. He teared up a bit, then the feeling faded. Once the liquid was 

covering his entire eyeballs, the implant booted up. A filter showed up on his 

retina. Half-transparent, it showed the loading sequence with ID and OS 

specifications. The model was way newer than it looked: the implant three years 

old, and the OS update two. This was as good, if not better than the one he had 

planned to buy for himself. 

The booting sequence finished, and a voice greeted him from the inside of his 

head. He answered by thinking the words and set up his workspace. Internet, 

GPS, image and video filtering, full social media functionality; this was the latest 

consumer-grade implant. He moved and transformed the individual screens on 

his retina until he was satisfied. He could finally listen to his favorite music 

without having to borrow someone’s headphones. He laughed out at that 

realization. He and his family were really fucking poor. 

He played around with the settings a bit more then left. The store was getting 

empty in the early evening, and he was getting late. Many stands on the market 

had already closed or were about to do so. He was hurrying to get home for 

dinner. 

The evening he was about to witness would change the trajectory of many lives, 

including his own. 

The moment he left the big plaza, the first scream yelled through the streets. He 

passed a group of people standing around a woman kneeling on the asphalt. She 

screamed and was covered in blood. In front of her, the body of a young man. 

Shootings were nothing out of the ordinary in the slums, and after shivering from 
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the expression in her face, he moved on. Then the police drones flew in. Not one, 

or two; dozens. Their lights lit up the streets, and he heard buzzing before 

hearing the screams. 

People ran past him. More yells from the alley he had just passed. He took a few 

steps back and saw two young women lying on the street next to each other. The 

alley had no lamps, so he could not see what was going on. He was about to walk 

towards them, as the light of a drone brightened the street for a moment. They 

both had their eyes open with a large hole in their forehead. Their dresses 

soaked in blood. He turned around and started to feel anxious. Was this a terror 

attack? A gang massacre? He had to get home quickly. 

The air was filled with screams, the humming of drones and feet running over 

the cold concrete. A man with his lifeless daughter dangling from his arms. He 

could only get a glimpse of her deformed face in the faint light. He took a left 

turn and was almost back home when somebody ran into him. He fell into the 

mud. When he got up, he noticed the blood on his hands. He had no idea where 

it came from, but it was not his. 

News-feed and social media were filled with fear and gore. The longer he ran 

through the streets, the more bodies he saw lying in them. A small quadcopter 

landed on the building close by, and he could see the silhouettes of four people 

exiting the vehicle. Police and ambulance were starting to arrive. Somewhere a 

fire had started. He could smell the smoke in the air. 

He arrived. His bloody hands were shaking and he dropped his keys twice before 

entering. He saw the shape of his mother kneeling in the kitchen, his father lying 

on the floor. 

“Dad!” 

He took the few steps towards the kitchen counter in terror and shock. His dad 

was lying on his stomach with blood still pulsating out of his forehead. 

“Mom. What happened? What is going on? Mom?” 

He looked into the terrified face of his mother. Her eyes were wide open as she 

was leaning against the kitchen counter. She looked unharmed from this side, 

but on the other, her face was covered in blood as well as the cabinet next to 

her. He could see that the implant in her head had been replaced with a hole 

that was several centimeters wide and deep. 
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It took him a few seconds to understand, then he disconnected his implant and 

threw it into the back of the room. The video of a young boy who’s forehead had 

exploded as he walked through the street slowly faded from Julio's eyes. 

He dropped to the floor without having noticed. His breath was heavy. A few 

seconds later, he walked outside. He needed to get help, but there was no one 

who could. He screamed out a few times, only to notice that he had joined the 

choir of people that were already screaming into the night. He took out his phone 

and called the emergency lines. No answer. Even the websites were 

unreachable. He walked up the stairs towards the top of the container building 

while screaming out for help. He was sweating from fear and shock when he 

reached the 8th floor. The slum at night was glowing bright by the fires spreading 

over houses and shacks. Drones were flying above his head; People running 

below. 

An explosion. It came from the market. A fire was rising at the shop he had spent 

the past hours at. A tall apartment complex in the distance was on fire. His phone 

received an emergency notification from the government. 

The slums started to burn, while the inner city fell asleep in all its beauty, not 

even bothered by the smoke and fire around it. Julio dropped on his knees and 

started to cry. 
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Standing far above the city, he saw the little flames on the outskirts and the puffs 

of smoke slowly rising into the evening sky. A tall apartment complex had caught 

fire on the upper floors. It looked majestic with the buildings around it, reflecting 

the red flames. 

The office for their meeting was not the highest spot in the city, but the most 

recognizable on the peak of the needle-like structure. The lights and fires from 

the city brought more light into the room than they needed. The three sat behind 

him. They watched as well but were not as pleased as he was. Most essential 

targets would get hit first. It was a clean-up, cutting loose ends. Everyone who 

had been involved or knew that he was, had to go. Their deaths were disguised 

among many others, which was not hard in this chaos. Most of them lived in the 

outer city anyway. 

The woman behind him made a nervous cough before she started to talk. Against 

his advice, all three were following the news and reports on social media. 

“When will it stop? Wasn’t this enough? The damage should already be 

irreversible.” 

He answered her without turning around from his window view of the burning 

city. 

“I told you how it would go down and you agreed. Everything is proceeding as 

planned.” 

The half-bald overweight man in his tight suit was whipping his leg rhythmically. 

He was nervous as well. The other woman at the table was relaxed. She was the 

oldest of the bunch and could be their grandma. She was the most corrupt of the 

three and it did not bother her how many would die, as long as she got what she 

wanted; a big fat paycheck. 

The apartment building on fire erupted a massive fireball. Something must have 

exploded inside one of the apartments. A moment later, he received the first 

status update. The teams had been deployed and had taken over the company 

building. The electricity had been cut and three people were arrested. The next 

part of the plan was to bring the electricity back online and update the servers.  

Small blinking lights from police and ambulance cars started to mix into the fires 

of the evening. He followed the dozens of them slowly moving over the highway 

into the outer city. 
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“If this keeps going, millions will die. It will damage far more than just the 

company.” 

The woman behind him was getting impatient and started to crack. He did not 

like it one bit. 

“It would have happened regardless of your participation or not. Now at least 

the government won’t get the blame, and many less will die because of you. 

People will hear the news and soon you will be among the richest people on the 

planet. Turn off your feed and relax. We’ve already talked about this.” 

She continued to babble and the fat idiot joined her. He was getting a headache. 

He had to get out of here before it would ruin the success of the evening. 

Many years ago, the three had gotten on his radar. Due to his involvement in 

ELIM, he had access to investor and shareholder data. One day he found their 

names on the client list of a company that had invested billions into ELIM. They 

were elected officials, which forbid them by anti-corruption laws to own, work, 

or supply any company, directly or indirectly. What they had done would get 

them out of office and into jail. While he could have reported them, he knew 

better. As it turned out, it would get convenient later on. He kept a close eye on 

them as the years passed. They were not just a little corrupt; they were the most 

corrupt of the entire government. They used every small legal loophole and grey 

zone to their advantage. His files on them grew and grew. He would be 

considered a hero in front of parliament if he shared all the ways in which they 

managed to trick the system, but he waited, and now they were in his hands. 

When he confronted them with the choice of either doubling down on their 

corruption or face the consequences, they all choose the former. He made them 

a deal they could not refuse. It meant he had to tell them about his plan, but he 

made sure not to give them any details. It would be their word against his, while 

he had the files for their demise in his hands. 

If they supplied him with what he needed from the government, they would get 

a share of DELPHI and play a critical part in the government’s redemption. 

Because of them, the government would get out of this whole disaster with 

barely any scratches. The government would win against the evil corporation. He 

made sure it would turn out that way. His plan was not to break the government 

and cause a rebellion after all. He owned a fair share of the media, and they 

would happily write the narrative. The three of them agreed and accepted his 

demands. His plan took shape and they did not question any decisions, until now. 
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He turned around to the woman; she had stood up by now. The fat idiot’s head 

had turned red from all the babbling and thinking, and even the old woman 

seemed to start to get doubts and was tapping with her fingers on the table. He 

was getting pissed as he saw the three of them. 

“You are disgusting human beings.” 

They stopped their discussion and looked astounded at his expression. 

“You have used and abused the system for years and never questioned your 

actions. Exporting weapons to conflict zones, deregulating companies and the 

market, cutting financial aid, and forcing people into involuntary debt. People 

have been dying on your hand for years, and you made the system even worse 

for them. 

And you three are also responsible for today happening in the first place. You 

were the main drivers in the deregulation before the 5.0 launch. Not because 

implants needed fewer regulations, but because ELIM would take over the entire 

market and balloon your portfolio. Even after all these years, you are still 

blocking all policies that would regulate the market, and therefore ELIM. 

And don’t pretend that you suddenly care for all the people dying in the streets. 

They have been dying for years and none of you cared. You just want me to 

comfort you, that it is not your fault, that you are not to blame, but I won’t. You 

are responsible for all of this. Accept it. Confront the truth; you are the worst of 

the worst. You created a system in which people are born criminals and will 

never make it anywhere in their lives because the system is actively working 

against them. They are the reason for your success and wealth. All your 

achievements are built on the dead bodies piling up in the streets today. Mine 

will be too, but at least I can stand behind it and own the fact. To turn this shit 

around, drastic measures are needed. A few million dead is better than half the 

world turning to anarchy and bombed back into the stone age.” 

All three had silently listened to him vent. It was dead quiet in the room. Slowly 

his face calmed down and the anger vanished. He received another message. 

The servers were back online and had pushed the hotfix. The government was 

already issuing information for citizens and media. ELIM executives were 

arrested and company assets seized. The last phase would distribute the 

narrative; Government good, ELIM bad. The regulations for implants were 

already written the way he wanted them and signed by all three. Their signature 

on the documents was the last thing he needed from them, and they had given 

it just a few minutes ago. Now they were dead weight. 
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The fat idiot stood up and straightened his back. 

“I’m not responsible for this. This was your plan. You are to blame, not me.” 

He clumsily made his way around his chair and walked towards the exit of the 

room. Kaiser turned back towards the window and watched the show. The night 

had gotten darker, and the flames brighter. The blinking lights danced in a 

disturbing symphony. He continued. 

“Your legacy will not be forgotten. After you saw the devastation today has 

caused, you rushed to sign the paper with your colleagues and then decided to 

end it, knowing all the atrocities you have committed to this world. You still did 

not want to face or fix them. All of your involvements will be leaked, and the 

system will fix its loopholes. The parliament will get cleaned from your kind, and 

you will be forgotten. Another body to count towards this tragic accident.” 

The overweight man tried to open the door with both his hands, but it would not 

budge. He pulled a few more times with all his strength, then looked scared in 

Kaiser’s direction. The old woman at the table started to laugh. She understood 

what Kaiser had done. He had used all of them and would not let them leave the 

room alive. It was a proper way for her to go, used by someone else. She kept 

laughing while the woman next to her went pale and started screaming. 

“You can’t do this. You need us. We will make sure DELPHI controls the market 

and that nobody else can get in our way.” 

“I don’t need any of you. I am more than competent enough to do it myself. And 

you still don’t understand. I don’t want to rig the system; I don’t want to corrupt 

it. When this is all over, the world will be born anew, from the ashes of your 

deeds. But things will have to get a lot worse before they can get better.” 

The old woman stopped laughing and looked Kaiser in the eyes. 

“Just do it already. We both don’t have all day for this.” 

Kaiser smiled, took the small pistol out of his inner pocket, and shot her in the 

head. As she fell off her chair, the woman next to her started to scream. He 

pulled the trigger until the screaming stopped. The ball in a suit was charging 

him. He was not giving up that easily but was way too slow. With each bullet, his 

slow jog turned into a walk, then a crawl, until he dropped over at Kaiser’s feet. 

What a mess. But at least he did not have to clean it up. 

As his quadcopter flew him away, the entire floor went up in flames. The 

windows blew, and the fire made its way upwards till it reached the antennas on 
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top. The building turned into a giant torch, visible in the entire city and blending 

perfectly into today’s scenery. 

- 

The web was in uproar. Users were streaming at an unprecedented rate. He 

knew the reason and understood its implications. Should he intervene or let this 

play out? If he did, the trajectory of this evening and the next months would turn 

into a completely different direction. What reason did he have? If he did 

something now, what was the reason not to stop it altogether? He only 

influenced the game; he never decided it. One part of him felt an obligation, but 

the other warned him; he would only make it worse. There was no reason for 

him to play because if he did, he would inevitably lose. 

He saw the ID of a chip coming online he had sold quite a while ago. It connected 

to a bunch of servers it should not have access to. He knew the ID, but he did not 

know what it had been up to all this time. The connection dropped and the ID 

went offline. He checked the files it had uploaded and understood. That’s what 

they had been up to. He knew they were working on synthetical backups, but 

now the pieces came together. It was a path that had opened for them, but he 

was surprised that they had taken it. They could have just taken the money and 

moved on. Maybe this was more exciting for them, after all. 

They had gotten so close and failed. Could this be considered a nudge? He 

calculated the pathways with his intervention. It would barely alter the results 

and eased his mind. Both sides would still be pleased, and none could prove his 

involvement. He smiled. It was time to play god, give the ball a nudge, and see 

where it would roll. He distributed the update. 
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The market had changed, yet was still the same. The same vendors behind the 

same shops, selling the same stuff. He saw the same faces he had seen many 

months ago, but also new ones. It still felt like a dream. The weeks of chaos and 

curfew had passed, and everything was back to how it always had been. Only the 

black marks on the ground and burned-out buildings reminded of the fires and 

bodies in the streets. Some buildings had already been renovated, others had 

turned into trash dumps. The burned-out apartment complex had not been 

renovated and looked like a skeleton in the sky. Nobody could tell how many 

people died on the day or the weeks after, but bodies were still found every 

other day. A website had tracked every single body on CCTV, social media, and 

police reports, but it did not account for all unreported deaths in the slums. But 

by now, for most people, life had moved on. People were back on the grind, 

making ends meet and surviving another day, week, month. 

His life had turned upside down in just the first day. An ambulance had received 

his signal shortly after he had found his parents. They picked up the bodies and 

used a large laser screener on the floor and walls that dissolved the blood into 

water and vaporized it under heat. The steam mixed into the air of the room and 

escaped through the windows. They left behind a clean kitchen and a devastated 

young man. It felt like his parents had just gone out for a walk after cleaning the 

kitchen. 

After several hours of sitting and crying in the darkness of the night, filled with 

sirens and screams, his eyes fell on the small implant lying in the corner of the 

room. He became curious and wanted to know why it had not exploded like the 

others. He quickly found his answer online. Only ELIM implants were affected. 

He looked over the hotfix that ELIM had distributed a few hours ago and 

understood. None of the other implants had the issue. The room brightened up 

as the flames of a container complex nearby spewed fire into the night sky. It 

was close to him, but he did not bother. He moved across the room and picked 

up the implant. He received a message the moment he went online. 

“Hey Julio, you still fixing implants? Can you put a new system on mine? It is 

updated, but I’d rather swap completely. Please let me know. I’ll pay.” 

He ignored the message and turned off the overlay. He was tired and exhausted 

and cried silently on the couch until he fell asleep. 

It was still the middle of the night when he woke up again. He was fully awake 

within a second. It took a few more to make him remember what happened just 
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a few hours ago and his mood took a downwards turn. His implants activated 

automatically after he woke up, and messages spammed his overlay. It was the 

same guy who was now begging for help. He had collected all the implants of his 

family and wanted them fixed badly. When Julio came online, he instantly 

received another message. The guy was on his way to his place. Julio had barely 

enough time to collect his gear before he heard the banging at the door. Behind 

the pale and short human specimen, a few fires were still burning in the distance, 

and a bunch of new ones seemed to have started. He let the nervous one in, 

skipped the small talk, and installed a different OS on the implants. It only took 

a few minutes, but the guy had brought a handful of implants. Once he was done, 

he received the equivalent of two weeks of pay. The guy left without asking 

about him or his parents. Sadness overcame him being alone again, and he fell 

back asleep. 

He stayed offline during the morning and finished cooking the meal his mother 

had prepared the day before. He teared up several times while eating. The food 

was delicious, but they never had the chance to taste it. After the meal, he was 

trying to think clearly and made himself a plan. He had no other family and no 

government support. His income was not enough to cover the rent for the small 

container, so he had to move out and trash or sell most of his parent’s 

belongings. The rent was paid for another three weeks, which gave him some 

time. The government already knew about the death of his parents, so he did 

not have to take care of canceling contracts. It was a lot of work and a rough 

future ahead of him, but he knew where to start. He looked outside the window. 

Most fires had stopped and left behind black landmarks in the skyline. He looked 

over to the apartment complex. The middle floors were completely burned out 

and only a few on the top still had a red glow to them. 

He turned on his implant, and within a moment it hit him. His job tonight had 

not gone unnoticed, and his social media accounts were flooded with messages. 

They all wanted to swap their OS. His mind was not clear enough to grasp it 

earlier; this was an opportunity for him. His mind started racing as he looked 

frantically around the room. He cleared the large kitchen table and moved it into 

the middle of the room. He got out his gear while making a sheet on his implant 

with all the people who had contacted him, the number of implants they would 

bring, and what they were willing to pay. Tablets and cables were carefully 

arranged on the table and connected to the power outlets around the room. As 

he moved the furniture in the container, he sent out appointments and was 

already fully booked for the day. The first client was knocking at the door before 
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he finished moving chairs and cabinet. He had not been this energetic in a long 

time. It helped him to move on, even if only for the moment. 

Word spread around that someone was living in the neighborhood that was 

swapping Operating Systems. It only took a few hours till his address was leaked, 

and he had to find a solution for the swarm of people around his container. He 

projected a QR code below the sign on the door, redirecting visitors to an 

appointment sheet with information about his service. At the end of the day, his 

sheet already had a few thousand visitors, and he was booked for another three 

days. 

He knew he had to expand, and so he did. He ordered new tablets and found a 

few people that would sort the container and move the old stuff out. They threw 

out all the furniture of his parents that he did not need. It hurt to watch, but the 

sooner, the better. He would have sold it, but within a few hours of fixing 

implants, he already had made more money than he would get from waiting 

many days or weeks to sell it. 

Empty fast food packaging filled the kitchen, and he started sleeping on the 

couch next to the tablets. The other rooms were messy with boxes and furniture 

all over the place, but that was not his concern at the moment. 

The weeks went by, and the work took his mind away from the pain of being 

alone. He was barely outside but saw the news frequently. The first few days 

seemed like a war zone. Fires were breaking out, and people were vandalizing 

streets and apartments. On the third day, the military moved in and created 

order, mostly through force. Gunshots broke the silence throughout day and 

night, as well as one of his windows. His container was checked several times in 

search of criminals or looted goods. Luckily, the top of his container complex had 

a drone landing spot, so he did not have to go into the streets at all. Food and 

supplies came in by air, while he watched soldiers moving below and military 

trucks standing on the roads. Drones were flying over the neighborhood all day 

round and were sometimes accompanied by helicopters. 

Several of the people visiting him died in the chaos. Small gangs tried to take 

over the district and left a trail of blood in the streets, which resulted in Julio 

ordering himself a basic security setup. Neither the news nor the government 

did present an official death count from the people killed by military and gangs, 

but it was in the thousands. There were still gunshots close to him every once in 

a while, but it became less day by day. Normality returned. People needed 

money and food. More and more people showed up on the streets, and the 
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vendors returned with them. Eventually, the small gangs ran out of members 

and disappeared. 

Julio woke up one day while the sun was creeping over the horizon, several hours 

before his first appointments. He decided to get some proper food and walk over 

the market. Not all vendors had returned, but it almost seemed like a typical day. 

Only the soldiers walking among them made him think otherwise. He wanted to 

visit the shop he had worked at, after indulging himself in some street food he 

had craved for a while now. The store was entirely burned out, and all the 

equipment that had survived was stolen. He walked into the back of the room 

towards the workbench he had sat on so many times. The room was picked clean 

but still covered in a small film of black ash. As he was reminiscing old memories, 

a woman on a cone approached him. He had seen her a few times in the shop 

but did not know who she was. 

“You were working for Daun, weren’t you?” 

“Is he ok? I haven’t heard from him since…” 

“He died in here when it happened. I don’t know if it was from his implant or the 

fire. I only got the notification from the police.” 

“I see.” 

The shop had been everything to Daun, and it seemed like fate that he had died 

in here as well. 

“I’ll make it short. I am moving and need money. I can’t make any use of this 

building nor renovate it, so I am making you an offer. I knew you’ve been fixing 

implants, so you might as well do it in here. I know you need to clean up first, 

but it is way better than the container you live in. Plus, you won’t have to deal 

with the rent anymore. Upstairs is enough room for your stuff; only the walls 

have some stains on them. I know that cleaning and renovating this mess will 

cost a bit, so I will go down in price.” 

She sent him a direct message with an open offer through the local bank broker. 

She was selling him the property rights and all items in the building. He was 

baffled but intrigued by the idea. 

“Can I have a few days to think it over?” 

She smiled. 

“Sure. Just don’t take too long.” 
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She turned around and limped out of the shop. As he looked after her, he saw 

the scars of burned skin on her neck. 

Julio did not need time to think it over; he needed time to prepare. She was 

offering the house way below any reasonable price. Even burned out, a basic 

renovation was cheap. His work over the past weeks had made him a small 

fortune that he could live on for at least a year, although the rent of his container 

would consume most of it. 

But this was not a purchase; this was an investment into his future. He knew the 

shop inside out and also knew about the small planter tool Daun had stored 

upstairs. It could cut out and insert implants skin within a few seconds and 

without leaving scars. Until now, people needed to do it themselves, and he had 

seen too many who had cut themselves open without any professional tools. 

He bought the building a day later. He had a crew clean the shop, do the 

renovations, and move his stuff. They worked through the nights, and after three 

days, the store was ready. Once he made use of the planter tool, people started 

pouring in. He knew a girl his age working as a nurse. She was the daughter of 

her parent’s friends, and they had kept loose contact over the years. After 

calculating the income from the first days, he hired her. She was removing, 

labeling, and returning implants. He showed her exactly how to, and she learned 

quickly. 

The weeks passed, he got rid of his container, and the shop slowly returned to 

its former glory. He invested in new equipment and could soon offer more than 

just OS swaps. He could finally fix and experiment on the implants again, what 

he loved the most. He spent some time digging into the new ELIM codebase and 

found many more flaws that gave him an edge for his business. Usually, all major 

ELIM updates had to be purchased, as they added new functionalities or updated 

and improved old ones, but he managed to bypass the server check and install 

updates on the device without anyone noticing that the registration key was 

missing. Even the implant fooled itself when checking for it. 

The government had taken control of all ELIM servers, and all profits were 

flowing into the government’s pockets. But they either did not seem to care too 

much, or ELIM always had these issues. Julio did not officially sell the updates, 

as it would be illegal, but he added them as a standard service for all implant 

services. It was highly appreciated and brought him more customers, who just 

wanted him to reinstall the OS to get the updates.  
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The room in the back of the shop started to resemble a server room. Multiple 

racks were packed with tablets and magnets on which the implants were laying. 

As most of the updates and OS swaps were done within less than an hour, one 

rack was reserved for slow implants. They were either partially broken or just 

absurdly old. Some needed days to fully update, and others needed several parts 

replaced throughout the process. He had to hire someone else to focus on the 

older implants, or they would clog up the racks and slow down business. 

The five monitors attached to the front of the room showed him the progress of 

all implants. From here, he could look towards the entrance and see everything 

that was going in the shop. He employed an old bouncer as his clerk. He was 

taking and returning implants while also covering as security. It was one of the 

guys that had moved his stuff and renovated the shop. He was smart, reliable, 

and the right choice. All three of them got their routine in place and started 

working like clockwork. 

After a few months, Julio had paid off his loan. In celebration, a large neon sign 

was attached above the entrance. Its blinking could be seen from almost 

anywhere across the market; “J-Implants.” It wasn’t an original name, but people 

who looked for someone fixing, selling, or buying implants would know where to 

go. He was only fixing implants at the moment but had already made contact 

with local manufacturers. 

Nobody wanted to buy ELIM implants, even if he had swapped their OS. DELPHI’s 

were already cheap and him selling them was not worth the 5% cut he could 

make. There were no-name brand implants that were running the same 

hardware but had a custom OS. They had the profit cut Julio was looking for, but 

the OS was partially botched or copied from ELIM or DELPHI, which was not good 

for him or his customers in the long term. The necessary components for 

implants were cheap to get, but assembling them took too much time, and 

buying pre-made implants was too expensive. Even if he had a proper OS for 

them, he would need a way bigger setup than he currently had. He took his 

thoughts aside for now. 

Julio had never expected that something positive could have come out of the 

horrible night months ago. He was sitting on the small table upstairs in his 

partially sorted new home. He had dinner with both of his employees. The direct 

but shy Shana, and the bulky but sensitive Lap. Whenever they worked longer 

than the opening hours, he made sure to order food and have it with them 

before they left. He knew that both of them rather stayed here, and he enjoyed 

their company. Thanks to the job he had given them, Lap was able to pay off 
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debts that had bothered him for years and could afford a proper space for 

himself. Instead of sharing a room with three others, he now had a place for 

himself. It was a big step up that showed emotionally. He was still the bulky, tall 

guy responsible for security, but he learned how to calm down customers before 

having to throw them out. 

Shana was a year older than him and they had not met in many years. He did not 

follow what she posted on social media, and neither did she. During dinner, they 

had discussed ordering a new planter. The model they were using was outdated 

by several years. It was still doing its job, but it was better to have it around as a 

backup than the primary tool. 

Shana wasn’t talking about her family. Lap was all by himself, and Julio had 

shared what happened to his parents, but Shana kept quiet. They knew she had 

parents and a younger sister, but she refused to talk about it. In private, she was 

timid, but when she was working downstairs and cut people’s heads open, she 

was straightforward and focused. Her workspace was tidy and ordered. You 

might mistake it for a doctor’s office if you would not know otherwise. She even 

insisted on having proper medical equipment for injuries that could occur, just 

in case. Julio was skeptical at first but then liked the idea. Customers knew that 

they were in good hands if someone so professional would take care of them. 

As they both left after dinner, Julio locked the doors, activated the security 

system, and took a shower. Tonight, he had given them a bonus pay, thanks to 

the record-breaking month they had. Their contracts had a base pay with 

additional pay-outs depending on the monthly performance of the shop. Lap 

used most of the money to pay his government debt, while Shana paid the rent 

and utilities for her family. He knew because the transactions were linked to a 

pay-out script that divided the payment into several transactions to the 

government and housing company. 

As they were employed to him, he had access to parts of their government 

profile. Lap was almost ten years older than him, so it made sense that his debt 

had ballooned. But as long as he was paying the government with monthly rates, 

they left him alone. The problems occur when you stop paying for longer periods. 

The government will notify and warn you until their penalty program strips your 

ID from access to public places and services. If your behavior continues, they take 

the money from your landlord, who then has to throw you out. Julio had received 

warnings before, but he always managed to push through. Thanks to the past 

months, the government was pleased with his pace. He was given access to more 

subway lines and was even allowed to visit the inner city. He did not plan to, but 
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it made him feel weirdly included in a part of society he had never experienced 

and, at the same time, was disgusted by. 

As he was getting out of the shower, something seemed off. He did not know 

what exactly had startled him, but it felt like something had been moved in the 

room, or someone was with him. He knew Lap was still close by and sent out a 

quick message just before his connection dropped. The same thing had 

happened during the nights after 1B. Back then, the military was jamming 

everyone’s signal during curfew, but now it was inside his apartment. He had no 

weapon, and he never learned any self-defense. He slowly walked away from the 

kitchen back into the bathroom. If there were someone here, he would need to 

gain time until Lap would arrive. He could just stand here and not move. A slow 

minute passed till the person had understood his strategy and made himself 

known. 

The middle-aged man with a short beard and tight biker jacket walked up from 

behind the wall. He had waited just a few steps away from where Julio had been 

standing. He was angry that Julio had noticed him so easily. 

“Who are you? What do you want?” 

The man covered the distance to Julio within a second and punched him in the 

stomach. Julio cramped together and dropped on the cold bathroom floor. It felt 

like a truck had hit him. The man took Julio by his head, pulled him up, and 

smacked him against the wall, face forward. He saw the blood on the wall before 

feeling it running down his head and onto his shoulders. Julio was losing 

consciousness, and the man noticed. The man slapped him several times to keep 

him awake while pressing him against the wall. Julio had dropped his towel and 

hung naked on the wall. 

“Where is the data from the wallet?” 

“Wha.. wa..?” 

Julio could not speak properly. He tried to get the words out, but his jaw was 

turning in weird directions. 

“I know you have an implant with some encrypted data on it. The data was stored 

in a wallet, and you…” 

He stopped mid-sentence and looked at the small implant Julio had on his 

temple. He pulled it out forcefully, giving Julio four small cuts where the edges 

were stuck to his skin. He took his hand off Julio, making him fall to the ground. 
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The white towel started to collect the blood flowing from his head. The man 

connected the implant to a small tablet while Julio was gasping for air. The cut 

on his head was dripping blood over his face into nose and mouth. He could not 

see anything with his left eye. The man looked down on him for a second. 

“Jesus, are you a bleeder or something?” 

Julio tried to crawl away from him, but he could not gather his strength. The man 

stood there for a while, looking at the data from the implant. 

“Tell me where it is. I can see in the logs that you moved it. It is no longer on this 

implant, so where is it?” 

The man picked him up and pressed his back against the wall. His eyes were 

closing in, and he frowned his forehead. 

“You tell me now and I’ll let you live.” 

Julio was opening his mouth and a wave of blood poured over the man’s arm. 

Then the alarm started blaring from below. The police would call him any 

moment to inform him about the alert. If he did not pick up or use a custom 

passphrase to stop them, they would be here in a few minutes. The man knew. 

Both turned their heads around as they heard Lap running up the stairs. The man 

dropped Julio and ran towards the door. 

“I won’t be as patient next time.” 

He busted through the door and tried to push away whoever was coming up the 

stairs but did not expect the life-sized cabinet Lap to be racing towards him. 

Instead of him pushing Lap out of the way, Lap catapulted him straight over his 

shoulder, and he bounced down the stairs. His left leg had turned into a weird 

angle; either it was broken or the muscle torn. He screamed up and limped out 

of the store with a painful look on his face. 

Instead of calling the ambulance, Lap called Shana. Julio answered the police a 

moment later. He would have to pay for them to come out here, and they could 

do nothing now. His implant had been disabled by the jammer, and they had no 

images of the intruder. And even if, the police would not make an effort in 

catching the guy. Low-level-crime always went under the radar. 

A few minutes later, Shana arrived and fixed Julio up. She had to make a few 

stitches on his forehead and re-adjust his jaw. She gave him some pills and stayed 

with him. Lap spent the evening figuring out how the intruder had gotten access 
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and fixed the security issues he found. He felt responsible for the slip-up, yet he 

had not anticipated that someone would beat Julio half dead.  

Julio stayed in bed for the next days. Only a few times he would go downstairs 

and check on the implants. Lap and Shana were able to handle most of the work 

themselves, but implants still piled up at the end of the day. Shana checked on 

him every few hours and chatted with him. Over the days, she opened up about 

her younger sister and her parents. Her sister had a rare genetic disorder not 

covered by their insurance. They did not get additional help from the 

government either, so her parents cared for her most of the day. Her mother 

worked part-time and her father stayed at home. Without Shana’s income, they 

would have already moved out, probably ending up in a group tent for the 

homeless with their hopes crushed. The doctors had given her sister five years 

to live when she was born, but now she was already nine. She was defying the 

odds every day, and it gave her family hope and inspired them to push on. 

Julio listened to everything she had to say and was thankful that she took care 

of him. Lap was checking in on him as well, but he still seemed uncomfortable 

and blamed himself for what happened. 

“We can’t change the past. Important is that you learned from it.” 

The words stuck with Lap. He decided to work harder than before, for the people 

around him and himself. His mindset infected Shana and Julio, and soon after, 

they were back at it. 

- 

He was sitting behind his large, dark-brown wood desk, browsing the logs again. 

An account had distributed an update a few minutes after the teams had taken 

over DELPHI HQ. The servers showed no information when the update had been 

uploaded, but the creation time was shortly before the incident. Had this been 

someone’s failsafe? Had someone found out about the implants and silently 

made an update? Was there a mole in his team? 

The questions kept popping up in his head, even now, several months later. It 

was a loose end that kept him on alert. The two unidentified civilians captured 

in the server room had died a few weeks ago. He did not know their involvement 

either, but his plan had worked regardless. DELPHI had taken over the market, 

and they could barely keep up with the demand. All loose ends were taken care 

of, and the government was standing behind DELPHI. There were fewer deaths 

than he had planned for, but it turned out to be enough. 
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Still, there must be someone silently working against him. He could not get his 

mind to rest, so he stripped down to his underwear and jumped onto the 

elliptical bike that was standing in his private gym next to the office. He put it on 

the highest setting and sweat started to pour down his body. 
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11 

The nest of the inner city was glazed by the sun creeping over the horizon. Its 

shadows were slowly moving over the outer city. The spiky skyscraper was back 

to its glory, rebuilt with a deep blue color from halfway up. It was unique, but fit 

into the landscape and stood as a reminder for the incident, as well as a reminder 

of the beauty of the city. 

The helicopter made a turn from the glowing nest in the distance towards the 

slums below, descending into the slowly awakening underbelly of the city. The 

helicopter landed on top of a flat building next to the market. The pilot took off 

with hundreds of eyes watching from below. V and Z slid down the pipes of the 

building and walked along the early birds occupying the market. They still had 

their shabby prisoners outfits and soldier jackets on, but only a few people gave 

them looks for it. No clothing style was really out of the ordinary down here. 

They grabbed a few snacks and fried food on the way and stuffed half of it into 

their mouths before they arrived. Even though their body did not need it, it was 

still deeply ingrained into their minds, gave them clarity, and released tension. 

The hideout was as they had left it, but the warehouse in the building next to it 

had stored their delivered packages. The young clerk was confused and slightly 

angry when they picked them up. It had not caused her any trouble, but the 

dozens of boxes had been here for months. They reminded her that it was 

precisely what they paid for, and she went quiet in agreement.  

One side of the room was filling up with packaging, while equipment was 

covering the other. In the back of the room, there was a small shower, and they 

took turns. 

Half-naked again, they laid down in their pods. They felt like proper beds because 

of the mattress; Something they had not seen or felt in months. They slept for a 

few hours, then ate the rest of the food from the market. Even in their new 

bodies, they still felt tired and exhausted from time to time. Something in their 

synthetic brains was clinging onto the idea of exhaustion and tiredness, even 

needed it every once in a while. It would take time for it to fully disappear, but 

at least it made them remember that they were still somewhat human, although 

pushing the boundaries. 

The 1B incident had been world news and had the exact effect they assumed. 

ELIM went bankrupt and DELPHI took over the market. Only a few months were 

enough to swap around the market share. Sellers were now bribed to only selling 

DELPHI, and people rushed to switch their implants. The prices were even lower 
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than before the incident, and DELPHI allowed loans for people in the lower social 

credit brackets. Usually, loans are only given to people with an average or high 

social credit score, people who were highly likely to pay it back within the next 

years. Extending it to the poorest people was a losing bet, as those would never 

be able to fully return the money. 

The 1B incident had been called 1B because one billion people were affected on 

the night. Of those one billion, around one million had died. Z managed to dig 

out the server logs of the now offline ELIM servers. Someone had distributed 

their updated code a few minutes after being arrested, and it was updated again 

a few hours later when they were already outside the country. Three well-known 

politicians had died in the accident. Overshadowed by their corruption were the 

things they had done in Kaiser’s interest. The planned raid on ELIM, the freezing 

of all assets, the update and hotfix for the implants. Kaiser’s news network was 

celebrating the swift actions of the government as a remarkable job in a time of 

crisis. The same politicians passed the new regulations for implants, but nobody 

could make the connection to Kaiser or DELPHI. While the new regulations 

seemed long overdue, they were written favoring Kaiser’s imperium. NGO 

investigators in charge of checking regulations were owned by Kaiser. DELPHI, 

who was bound to take over the market, had increased its production by several 

magnitudes with a new production site just outside the city and was now entirely 

owned by Kaiser. The shares of the politicians who had died were handed to him 

for free. 

While the slums had been in chaos for weeks after the incident, the inner city 

had barely changed or noticed. Nearly all deaths had happened in the slums. 

With 50 million living in the outer city and ten in the inner, the distribution was 

obviously screwed. Out of the 113 death in the inner city, they could trace back 

68 with connections to Kaiser and his companies. In the outer city, the 

connections were in the thousands. He had cut loose ends. 

Their next destination was DELPHI HQ, located inside the nest of the inner city. 

DELPHI had a few floors of office space in a large office complex. Several tall 

buildings were connected in a circle with each other, forming an oval shape. On 

both ends, they curved wide towards the ground and looked like a giant wave 

building up at the shore. The buildings were connected through glass tunnels 

that went around and through the buildings like snakes. It almost looked like a 

smaller representation of the inner city, but instead of highways, monorails, and 

subways, it had bridges, tunnels, and escalators. 
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Before they could head out, they had to take care of one piece of missing 

equipment. Once the sun had set, they got on their way. 

- 

Old street lamps sparsely lit the dark alley, and the puddles of water were 

reflecting the red brick buildings around them. It was past midnight, and they 

had not seen anyone in the streets for a while now. Drips of water and the wind 

were the only sounds besides their footsteps. This district was officially part of 

the old city, but high enough above water for people to still live in. It was once 

part of Chinatown before most moved further up. Now only a few remained. Old 

shops and people who wanted to be left alone. Surprisingly, it was clean of trash, 

crime, and junkies. As they walked down the street, the lamps behind them 

turned off one by one. Oljac gave them a proper show. Z smiled; he enjoyed the 

tense and quiet atmosphere. The last lamp that was still lit ahead of them was 

above a small sign written in Chinese. “Sad Rabbit.” As they entered through the 

old wooden door with carvings of ancient history, the light outside vanished. 

Their eyes adjusted to the darkness inside the shop, and they made their way 

along the rows of different colored textiles hanging on the walls. In the back of 

the room, a wooden door was decorated with carvings of animals, humans, and 

the powerful forces of nature. They needed a moment to find the three symbols: 

A rabbit lunging out of the grass, a lone soldier throwing his sword on the ground, 

and the shape of a Chinese character spelling forgiveness, hidden in the leaves 

of a large tree. 

They put their fingers on the symbols, and after a few seconds, a quiet click 

opened the door. It slid to its sides and revealed the white room behind it. All 

surfaces in the room were moving and flowing into each other. Small ripples 

flowed through the room as they walked on it. The walls were curvy and had no 

edges as they reached the floor and ceiling. At the end of the room, the milky 

wall started to bend, and something slowly moved through it towards them. The 

milk disappeared, and the form of the person became clear until the last drop of 

milk dripped back onto the wall. A gigantic man was standing before them. He 

was so muscular; his white clothes were about to burst. His massive shoulders 

were broader than both of them standing together, and he was at least two 

heads taller. They had to look up to see his face instead of his massive arm and 

chest muscles. The light in the room was concentrating on him and brightened 

up everything except his face. Only the long black beard growing down to his 

chest was visible. The sides of his beard slightly raised themselves; he was 

smiling. 
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“It has been a while since the last time. You two have changed, as well as I.” 

“You sure have, the beard fits you well.” 

She smiled. It was the smallest change compared to the once skinny Oljac they 

had worked for. 

“You know why we are here. We had to destroy the old clothes you gave us and 

need new ones.” 

“You both know my condition.” 

There was no reason for them not to be honest with Oljac. He knew everything 

that was going on behind the scenes and probably already knew what Kaiser had 

planned. Oljac raised one eyebrow and walked along the walls, touching it with 

his hand, and small ripples moved through the entire room. His steps were not 

making any sound as he was not wearing any shoes. He did not care about the 

money for the new trans-clothes. The money was only symbolic because it had 

meaning and value for them, not him. Revealing their plan was more valuable to 

him than anything else they could give. It gave him information to project the 

future and insight into how it could play out. How far would they come? And 

how far without his help? 

“We need to get access to DELPHI’s implant code and find out what Kaiser has 

been planning. If it’s bad, like 1B, we need to stop it. We will go to their offices 

and then wherever it takes us. And to be honest, we miss our old clothes.” 

“You two got pulled into something way bigger than you expected.” 

Oljac was once a man that had experimented with AI chips. One day, he managed 

to build a connection between his mind and the AI and became something 

different. Because it happened during the early days of AI development, almost 

nothing had security or protection against it. Oljac gained control of nearly every 

system connected to the internet and built himself backdoors everywhere. He 

became a silent observer, a god of the grid, which turned him awfully close to a 

real god. A god that likes to play around and have fun. That was the reason he 

had helped them back then and why he was helping them again today. 

When Hagger had given them the impossible job, Oljac was the client. They had 

to extract an old asset, a body of his, rotting in a government laboratory. The 

obvious way would be to hack into the government systems, infiltrate the 

compound and somehow get the body out, but that was way beyond their 

capabilities. They took their time and studied the compound until they found out 
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about body transfers to other labs happening every other month. Instead of 

infiltrating the government, they infiltrated the shipping company. As its 

employees, they entered the facility and used fake documents to get out with 

Oljac’s body. They brought the body to Oljac but were attacked and nearly killed 

moments later. Oljac had watched and decided to help them survive. He patched 

them up and gave them a set of trans-clothes as their reward. Over the next 

years, he hired them under different names, and they gave him access to 

government and corporate information, hidden and buried in the deepest 

corners he could not reach. 

“The last time you were driven by anger against a system using you to clean up 

its mess. I watched you change; become wiser and overcome your anger. But 

you became tired. Stuck in a never-ending loop of crime and violence. You always 

wanted more, and here you are, ready to transcend to the next stage.” 

The tips of his beard moved up again, and a large armchair materialized out of 

the milk. He was still as tall as they were when he was sitting. 

“What will happen is inevitable, but I am curious to see what you two will turn it 

into. It will be fun to watch. I already prepared what you need. Good Luck.” 

Milk flooded the room and Oljac disappeared. The flow pushed them out 

through the door and back into the shop. The wooden door closed behind them, 

and the milk on their clothes evaporated. 

‘I did not know that he had a materializer. Must have cost him billions.’ 

‘This one seems pretty old. The newest models print with many materials in real-

time. This one only printed one.’ 

Small lights inside the shop, as well as the ones on the streets had turned on 

again. On a table next to the large carpet hanging from the ceiling, two paper 

boxes were waiting for them. Inside were the familiar black clothes. They 

stripped off in the middle of the room and put them on. The only thing that had 

changed compared to their old ones was the internal hardware. Z touched the 

small chips worn into jacket, pants, and shoes. The chips were custom made, and 

their IDs interchangeable. If they should ever swap bodies again, they could 

reuse them. A small detail from Oljac. They both grinned like happy children that 

had just received the gift they always wanted. 

The atmosphere had changed outside. It was cold, refreshing, and they could 

hear the cars on the highway nearby. In the distance, a dog was barking. It would 



75 
 

take a few hours before they would arrive, so they toned the windows of the taxi 

dark and slept for a while. 

- 

The office complex was built on a large open space, slightly tilted up towards the 

buildings. On the greenery inside the ring of buildings, people were sitting on 

benches and grass and enjoyed the sunny weather. The ones who decided to 

look at V and Z quickly averted their eyes once they looked back. Nobody wanted 

to get in their way. Their outfits and tattoos were working as intended. 

Several glass tunnels were coming out of the ground and made their way up into 

the complex. With grass and plants around it, they ascended like branches of a 

tree. One tunnel slowly took them up to one of the buildings, and then further 

to the observation platform floating on top of the entire complex.  

They got themselves a cold shake and a sandwich from the vending machines 

built in a circle around the middle of the platform. The platform, slightly about 

the height of the complex, was a well-known tourist location. Entirely out of 

glass, you could spend hours looking at the small humans below or the skyline 

all around. 

It was noon, and the sun started to burn on their sandwiches. The half-blue 

skyscraper was many kilometers away but stood out from all the white and mint 

towers around it. Each building in the complex around them had a slightly 

varying design and was different in height and width. Aside from the two curved 

buildings at the oval edges, the rest of the buildings had a rectangular shape with 

the snakes going through them. They could see the DELPHI headquarters from 

up here. Three floors in the middle of the tallest building. Many of the employees 

were about to come up here for their lunch break. 

“Oljac made us pay double for the clothes.” 

V sighed. She had almost expected something like that. Z took a sip from his 

shake, then continued. 

“It’s not making us broke by any means, just makes me question his intentions.” 

“Maybe he knows that we can’t do anything and will die in the process. A smart 

way to make a quick buck.” 

“Maybe. Or he just wants to test us. See how we react. Playing god also means 

playing devil. I bet he gets most fun by raising the stakes.” 
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“But why does he not simply take our money when we are dead? It’s not like he 

couldn’t.” 

“Being god does not make you selfish, rather the opposite.” 

The first DELPHI employees arrived out of the mouth of the snake, and the 

vending machines started to get busy. It was their sign to leave the relaxing view 

behind and find out more about the recent undertakings of the fastest-growing 

company on the planet. 

They followed the snake and walked down a long spiral until they entered the 

wide doors to the offices. Humans did not monitor their face and identity 

recognition software, and the servers were standing in the basement. They had 

gotten access long before they arrived. 

The young woman sitting at the reception did not bother to look or ask them 

about their visit. She was occupied with a game that was running on her monitor. 

V poked Z, and he approved of her idea. The game pinged, and the young woman 

was selected as the winner of the day. She screamed and jumped up in front of 

them while completely ignoring them at the same time. She had just won a 

coupon for one of the fanciest restaurants in the inner city. The restaurant was 

usually booked out for months and would cost her a small fortune to dine in, but 

now she had a reservation for four. The only hook was that she had to go to the 

restaurant in person to confirm her identity by this evening. Actually, she had 

three days to claim the prize, but Z had tinkered with today’s rewards system to 

get her out of the office. The young woman did not bother the slightest about 

them standing in front of her. She smiled and left. 

The DELPHI offices weren’t offices. They were a playground for adults. VR spots, 

lounge areas, a bar, and vending restaurants. A small gym occupied by 

management, who were just holding a meeting on the elliptical machines. The 

only thing they could not find in here were actual offices. One floor below were 

sleeping pods, sauna, swimming pool, showers, a large storage room with all the 

implant models of the past years, and several workstations on which engineers 

experimented with implant parts. It reminded them of a scaled-up and 

professional version of their workstation from the implant shop years ago. They 

watched the three women for a while, who were wearing safety helmets and 

goggles. They blew up an implant and broke out into laughter. V smiled, and Z 

joined them. They were stress-testing a model way beyond reason, and of 

course, it would blow up, but that was the point. They wanted to blow it up for 
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fun, seeing how far they could push it. V and Z had done the same countless 

times. 

Although the new implants were nothing spectacular from a technology 

standpoint and very similar to the previous models, the software had been 

rebuilt from scratch. V and Z had tried to get access to the inner software code, 

but the encryption software was written well enough to last at least a few more 

weeks of them trying. They did not have time, which meant they needed to get 

straight to the vault and find the secret sauce Kaiser was hiding. 

A small side door was leading to the floor below. Nobody had been down here 

for a while, and all electronics were disconnected. The old offices, from the time 

before DELPHI had billions to blow on anything they wanted. It was slightly 

depressing. The desks had collected several centimeters of dust, and the 

footprints of people who had recently walked around were visible on the ground. 

They passed photos of the previous CEO with his employees that were covering 

the walls. The CEO had died many years ago and was already over 90 in the 

pictures. A quick search and an old online interview revealed how different his 

approach towards the implant market was. He knew that ELIM was manipulating 

the market, but that was not his concern. He wanted to make his product 

available to the poor so that they could have a chance in this world. They were 

not directly competing with ELIM, but they still had to make a profit somehow. 

They could never reach the low prices he had hoped for in the interview until 

Kaiser had taken over. Kaiser had scaled-up production, and the new implants 

were cheaper than the old CEO could dream of. He would have been proud, 

although not when thinking about what Kaiser was planning to do with the 

implants and his company. 

Almost at the end of the offices, they found the small storage room they were 

looking for. The documents of the past years printed on paper. The digital 

versions were secured tightly, and nobody could get access, but the original 

paper versions were just chucked into the old storage room. It was the weakest 

link in the chain and felt way too easy. Either someone was utterly incompetent 

at his job, or this was a trap. 

They unlocked the cabinets of documents with a small drill. They were only 

partially sorted, making it a lot harder to find what they were looking for. V had 

a bunch of patents in her hands and scanned through them. DELPHI had always 

made their patents public for everyone to use. It supported small no-brand 

companies and innovators, and therefore the market as a whole, as the best 

innovators usually came from the outside and pushed the technology forwards. 
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DELPHI still had to pay the license fees for several ELIM patents, but then the 

payments had stopped about a year ago. She quickly looked up the patents on 

the online registry and found out why. ELIM had slowly and silently opened up 

the patents that DELPHI was licensing. Kaiser had made sure that DELPHI would 

have as little hurdles as possible and take off as soon as he jumped ship. 

Z found several government papers directly addressed at the DELPHI CEO. The 

government had turned into Kaiser’s little bitch. The Investments into ELIM had 

cost them a lot more than their reputation. They had to re-adjust their entire 

infrastructure for DELPHI products and replace thousands of implants for 

government officials. They were reliant on the newest DELPHI hardware and 

software, and in return gave DELPHI tax cuts and preferential treatment. Even 

though the government had tried several times, they were not getting any share 

of the company. It was denied and blocked by Kaiser and made the government 

even needier. If Kaiser wanted money, he would have already sold parts of the 

company to the government. There was something else DELPHI was working on, 

which was only mentioned on several internal papers. 

“G-A1 had a full pass; we are starting the next phase with your approval.” 

“G-B11 is getting implemented into production. Ready for internal launch.” 

“Project Goliath has been tested and approved. We will start shipping with all 

new models.” 

The last message was from a report a month before the 1B incident. Whatever 

they had worked on was running on all models that had been distributed after. 

The messages all came from the labs of the manufacturing plant outside the city. 

A massive plant built on water, several kilometers away from shore. They had 

their next destination. 

- 

Hagger’s face tensed up in pain. Although his leg had fully healed, the nerves 

inside were still sensitive and flared up throughout the day. The doctor said it 

would take a few more days, but it had already been two weeks since then. He 

would go to a proper doctor next time and not one illegally operating, but he 

was running low on cash, so he had no choice. 

He knew the kid still had the wallet, which meant he had to visit him again as 

soon as possible. Four million Eurodollars were gone, and he had killed all his 

friends for it. The kid would not stand in his way. He’d blow up his shop if he had 

to. 
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12 

He slapped the young boy’s face. The boy did not cry or begged him to stop, 

despite his cheek already being dark red. He knew the procedure and was 

enduring it. He had disappointed his father and would do it again; he was certain 

of it. Another slap aired through the room. 

The young boy would not follow his father’s footsteps. His father was the worst 

person he had seen in the entirety of his short life. The world was not enough 

for him, and he would not stop for any reason, no matter how immoral. The first 

time the young boy had read through the documents in the basement, he had 

been naïve, and his father never forgot to gaslight him about it. 

His companies were not legally enslaving and exploiting workers from abroad. 

He must have misread the documents, not understood the wording. Everyone 

was working consensual and treated well. They had access to doctors, got 

vaccinated, and had apartments with all necessary utilities. Once their contract 

would run out, they would return to their country wealthy and educated, ready 

to help their society.  

Unknown to his father, he continued to find documents. The workers in the 

plants were treated like cattle. They would eventually return to their country, 

but the only thing they brought back was the loss of several years of life. 

The boy always thought his mother had committed suicide because of her long-

lasting illness, not because his father had driven her into suicide to gain access 

over the family assets. He was almost an adult when he found the inheritance 

documents. He did not know if they were faked, but they detailed his mother 

giving everything to her dad if she would die. Nothing else was noted, and it 

seemed rushed and forced, but it had her signature. The testament of his dad 

detailed that his son would never gain any assets. His son was just a pawn for 

him. Good enough to take care of the company’s business, but not good enough 

to own any of it. 

Whenever his dad gave him a specific order for the company, he got reminded 

of those nights. The nights in which the skin on his cheeks started to rip, the 

nights he had read the documents in the basement. It had destroyed the last 

hope and the last love he had for his father. But it was his motivation to continue; 

to forge the plan he had meticulously polished over all those years. 
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As an adult, he became the businessman his father wanted to see; focused, 

ruthless, always one step ahead of everyone else. Although it took many years, 

he was gaining his father’s trust.  

One day the topic was mentioned by accident. His father had just recovered from 

a small operation, and the board wanted to know who would take over the 

company if he would die or be in the hospital for extended periods. He was sitting 

next to his father in the meeting, and everybody was expecting him to take over 

everybody except his father. His father was stumbling to find the right words, so 

he took the opportunity. He explained that it would be nothing to think about at 

the moment and dismissed the idea of him taking over the company. He knew 

that his father had already prepared everything in secret and would not give him 

any power over the company, but his father did not know that he knew. His little 

speech gave his father confidence that he had successfully domesticated his son. 

The evening after the meeting, he made sure to talk to his father, not about his 

possible death, but the possibility of injury, coma, long-lasting mental 

disabilities. They would make him unable to run the company for months, if not 

years, and needed a plan for it. 

It was the evening in which his plan finally came to fruition. Pressured by the 

meeting and still recovering from the operation, they set up the documents 

detailing that his son would take over if any of those cases would arise. It would 

only be binding as long as his father was still alive, but that detail did not matter. 

It was not hard to find someone who would do the job. About half a year later, 

through unfortunate accidents, his father was beaten up and paralyzed after a 

public event at a gala. Unable to speak or move, his son had to take over the 

company. Over the following years, he hollowed out his father’s imperium. He 

sold the assets to his own companies, till the once largest conglomerate of the 

planet had fallen to shambles. He visited his father in the care facility he had 

been living and told him all about it. It was rewarding to see the anger and hatred 

in his father’s eyes. After all these years, he was getting his revenge, but the 

feeling did not last long. He came to peace with what his father had done as he 

was undoing it. In the end, only pity remained. 

His own companies quickly expanded and were soon bigger than his fathers. He 

took the most important assets and subsidiaries, but he made sure to destroy 

the systems he despised. He leaked documents about the working contracts and 

conditions and was lobbying for government policies in the areas needed. At the 

same time, he was building up alternatives with his companies. It ended up 
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costing more, but the people working for him were treated like human beings, 

aligned closer to the lie his father once told him. 

One day, he showed his father the path he could have taken, making absurd 

amounts of money while uplifting the people who worked for him, changing the 

world for the better. He could slowly see the anger in his father’s eyes 

disappearing and a sadness taking over. He had been blinded by money and 

greed and had never seen the bigger picture. 

The one thing Kaiser had never managed to change were people. Not his father 

and not the millions destined to become criminals, illegals, and scum of human 

civilization. Changing the system that had created them would take centuries, 

and he was on his own. More drastic measured had to be taken to change the 

world. 

- 

An alert went off and Kaiser opened his eyes. He was lying naked in the bedroom 

next to his office, taking his afternoon nap. He checked the report and the video 

feed. The off-shore manufacturing plant had uninvited visitors that were now 

fighting the security drones aboard. He checked the feed and saw two people in 

tight black military outfits shooting drones. One bullet, one drone. They were 

professionals. He contacted security and ordered more personal to the plant. 

Whoever they were, they were after the DELPHI implant code; there was nothing 

else they could be after. 

It meant he had to speed up the next phase of his plan before they could get in 

his way. If they gained access, it would slow him down immensely. He activated 

the emergency script he had prepared for such an event. Contracts were sent 

out, and video conferences were scheduled. If they were professionals, security 

could only hold them back temporarily. They would reach the lab by the end of 

the day. They might leak sensitive information right after, which he had to avoid. 

He stood up and got dressed. He walked out of the office at a fast pace and 

followed their progress on the video feed, then called a contact from the 

military. Kaiser still had many favors to play with. If he could not stop them, he 

at least had to find out what they were after. 
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13 

The water was marine blue, and barely any light was getting through to the 

seabed. Swarms of fish were swimming in between the metal trash, which 

occupied the sandy ground. Cars, bikes, packaging, industrial waste; all of them 

had layers of algae and corals on them. They had been there for many years and 

would be for many more. 

The two divers passed a sunken ship as the cables of the plant came in sight. The 

plant was built on the water and held in place by thick cables drilled deep into 

the seafloor, moving slowly and rhythmically with the water and creating a deep 

harmony from contracting and expanding. The bottom of the plant was one thick 

layer of modified and buoyant steel. While it was a manufacturing plant, it had 

proper security and radar sensors for incoming objects. It would close the whole 

plant immediately and alert security if someone uninvited would get too close. 

Luckily, the divers were small and swam far below the plant. Their angle of 

approach was the spot with the least coverage, directly below. 

They were both wearing dark military gear with fins and had small backpacks 

with them. They used a small air filter on their mouth and nose, not because they 

needed to breathe air, but because mentally, they were still too used to it. Their 

bodies and fins moved in rhythm with each other as they ascended towards the 

dark structure. The plant had several filtration tunnels that were sucking up the 

seawater to cool down crucial parts of the manufacturing process. They removed 

the filters that kept animals and trash outside and let themselves get absorbed 

into the dark tunnel. 

The water started to accelerate as they reached the first turbine. The turbine 

was several times larger than the tunnel they had come out of and was sucking 

in the water from several tunnels around them. They used the magnetic fields in 

their body to stick onto the tunnel walls. Once they were synched to the slow 

swings of the blades, they swam towards them and hung themselves onto one. 

They decreased their sensitivity to the strong rotational movement that would 

have made them sick and dizzy and swapped from one side of the blade to the 

other, then let the blade go and floated further into the tunnel. 

The layout indicated that the tunnel would split in front of them. One side was 

leading into the filtration system with dozens of turbines and assured death. The 

other was leading up into the water tanks providing additional buoyancy to the 

plant. 



83 
 

Sticking to the walls of the water tank, they climbed up to one of the hatches 

and burned the bolts that were sealing it. The hatch loosened and fell passed 

them into the large tank. The lower floors of the ship were made of grey and 

dark orange steel. It was cold and quiet around them. 

The air filters got stored in the backpacks, and guns were taken out. Z unfolded 

an assault rifle, V strapped a tactical belt around her waist and took out a pistol 

with modified attachments. Both their guns were operating on air pressure and 

were therefore surprisingly silent. The loudest part was the impact of the bullet. 

The plant had 18 floors, and they were currently on the second-lowest, 

designated for maintenance and crucial ship infrastructure. The more they 

moved up and towards the center, the louder and brighter the factory would 

become; the steel walls sharing the banging and hammering of the machines 

with the entire plant. Z took out a small drone the size of a bird and threw it into 

the air. It instantly stabilized and speeded off into the dark corridors. It had a 

scanner but was not picking up any life forms or moving objects. To keep up with 

its pace, they started to jog down the corridor. Z was leading with his AR, V 

covering behind. 

They reached a ladder that took them up several floors. It was rusty and had not 

been used in years. They exited into a large storage room filled to its ceiling with 

containers. Several robots were moving the boxes and stopped for a moment as 

they jogged past them. They took a staircase up several floors into the next 

room. 

The sounds of the plant faded. A metallic bridge expanded for several hundred 

meters over bright blue water, which was glooming up the room from below. 

The water was filled with a thick fog, and down at the bottom, something was 

slowly swimming around them. On the sides of the room, glass pipes were 

pumping liquids into the water. Blue, white, yellow, purple. The fluids were 

finding its way to the surface in small bubbles, and the fog was playing and 

merging with them. Different shapes appeared till they all joined the blue water. 

The smooth yet constant change of colors and light was captivating. 

Closer to the core of the manufacturing plant, large machines happily stamped 

chips and electronics in rhythm. The reason the chips were built on the ship and 

not on land were the non-existent regulations for manufacturing off-shore. 

Nobody cared which dangerous chemicals were used or if the plant itself was 

way past its due date. It was also possible to instantly produce instead of waiting 

weeks for government approval. 
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A metallic smell filled the air as it was getting warmer around them. A few meters 

below them, large melting pots were boiling materials. The heat and steam were 

too much for their bird, and it had collapsed before them. 

Water was forming on their faces from the steam and their clothes soaked up 

the fluid. Convertor belts filled with chips and strings of metals were running into 

all directions above them, while rows of machines were stamping and forming 

shapes out of hot materials. 

It all looked like outdated technology. With modern techniques, there was no 

steam and no materials to stamp and shape. Materials were directly heated up 

in an isolated chamber and bend inside it. This plant was manufacturing from 

raw materials to the finished implants but had not been modernized in decades. 

Although current generations of industry 3D printers were energy and resource-

intensive, this plant was even worse, unless you consider the advantages of 

manufacturing off-shore. 

The whirring of several drones echoed through the room. They triangulated their 

direction and checked which network the drones used to broadcast to another. 

The connection to the grid was too weak on the ship to use Z’s video editing 

software on drones and security cameras at the same time. A mobile version for 

only the drones was way too processing intensive and would delay their video 

signal significantly, either crashing them or raising an internal alarm. 

They jumped to the side and landed between machines and converter belts. 

Their trans-clothes changed color to fit the dark-grey floors. The drones did not 

notice them but gave access to their flight paths and security network. 

Z noticed some abnormal behavior; not only drones were connected, but 

implants as well. Usually, the networks of machines and humans were separated, 

but here they shared one, which meant they had to be extra careful when 

probing the system. They were not only dealing with AI but also human security. 

Any detail an AI would overlook could be easily spotted by a human. 

Past a few empty rooms and corridors, an extensive outside area opened up 

before them. A rectangular shape in which rusty bridges and ladders connected 

the different sides of the plant. Above them, the sky, water below. It was the 

part of the plant where they could be spotted the easiest. The metallic sounds 

were calmingly drumming while seagulls were flying above and observed from 

the upper floors. The water below splashed against steel. 
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They had no other option than to cross the long bridge ahead. Running would 

trigger the pressure sensors on the bridge and alert security. Not because of 

intruders, but because the bridge could easily collapse if too many people would 

walk over it at once. The ship was way past its due date, but nobody wanted to 

repair or renovate it. It was cheaper to install sensors instead. 

Past the first bridge, a randomized security check started. Several drones were 

on their way and would have them in sight within the next minute. Not enough 

time to get to cover on the next bridge and not enough time to go back. They 

both knew the angle the drones would pass, so they laid down on the bridge, 

then carefully climbed around it till they were hanging below. The drones were 

not programmed to look under bridges, and from the angle they were 

approaching, the two would be invisible. 

A slow minute passed until they started to hear the drones coming down from 

the upper floors. With angry shouting, the seagulls moved out of their way only 

to return to their spots a moment later. The drones moved from floor to floor, 

scanning bridges and ladders. The trans-clothes had adjusted to the metal strips 

of the bridge, but Z was starting to notice a particularly problematic part of the 

ship that was decaying. 

‘Hey, V.’ 

‘Hmm?’ 

‘Top left. Forty-five centimeters from your hand. Can you see the screws?’ 

‘Oh shit.’ 

The part of the bridge they were hanging on was loosely connected to the next 

part with a bunch of finger-thick screws. All of the screws were shaking and 

slowly removed themselves from their connection. V moved her hand forward 

as the first screw fell out. It dropped several meters, smacked with a loud bang 

onto a bridge, then disappeared in the ocean. 

The drones above them had not noticed. V had to act quickly before the other 

screw would loosen as well. She climbed with her arms and feet forwards, and 

as the second screw was about to fall out, she reached it and caught it mid-fall. 

She started to punch the screw back in one at a time while trying to make as little 

noise as possible. She smiled back at Z when she was done and gave him a 

thumbs up. His expression was nothing close to hers, and she could hear why 

just a moment later. 
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All the screws she had just punched in loosened at once and simultaneously 

started falling. They all smacked on the bridge below and alerted the drones. 

Hovering around the bridge, they could not determine the cause of the sound 

until a loud screeching came from above. The bridge V and Z were hanging on 

was too stressed under their weight. The other side of the bridge was starting to 

bend and ejected the remaining screws. They had no time to react as the bridge 

screamed up and removed itself from the connecting part with a loud bang. 

With their heads up front, they fell alongside the bridge towards the water. The 

next connecting part of the bridge snapped as well, but the third was still sturdy 

enough to stop them. Another loud bang and they both flung around. V managed 

to get a grip on the last piece of the bridge and caught Z with her other hand. 

The drones whirring around, catching them with their pants down. Z had his AR 

wrapped around his chest but instead pulled out the small pistol from his pocket. 

He shot the drones and they stirred off towards the water, their electronics 

sizzling as they splashed into it. 

Dangling from the half-broken bridge, their mood was somewhere between 

adrenaline-packed action and ironic comedy. 

“Jesus, why are we doing this again?” 

“Definitely beats sitting around all day.” 

The bridge made another loud screeching sound and notified them to stop 

chatting and start moving. They let themselves fall onto the bridge ten meters 

below, and their bodies smacked onto the bridge. Z managed to land softly on 

his feet while V landed flat with her whole body. 

‘Smart girl. Distributing the force of your body evenly onto the entire surface.’ 

With her face still smushed onto the metal bars, she smiled. 

‘Fuck you.’ 

He pulled her up and they sprinted across the bridge. Their new route would be 

significantly longer, but they had no choice. The rest of their old bridge 

disconnected, dropped onto the bridge they had just walked on, and took it to 

the depths below. 

The drone network got busy, and dozens were en route to their location. None 

of them were armed, which turned them into simple cannon fodder. Z stopped 

running, took a stance, and shot down all of them from afar with his AR. One 
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precise shot, one hit. He was swapping so rapidly between targets; it looked like 

he was using an aimbot from a videogame. 

The next wave of drones would be armed, but still no issue. The issue would be 

the soldiers that just got woken up and deployed across the ship, alongside the 

limited ammunition they had brought with them. Even if they managed to take 

out every soldier without covering fire, their ammo would still not be enough. 

They had to improvise, but for now, keep moving and get out of the open. 

V jumped off and landed on another bridge. They were back on track towards 

their destination. She heard Z drop down behind her. In the center of the open 

space, dozens of bridges were coming together, forming a tower across all levels. 

It was providing enough cover to fight off the armed drones. They sprinted the 

last few hundred meters way over world-record pace and arrived as whirring 

filled the air. 

They still had access to the drone network, which meant they could see where 

the drones were and on which path they were moving. They would be easy to 

shoot, but the machine gun attached at the bottom of their mainframe had not 

only a high rounds per minute output but also a big error range. It was more 

likely that the drone managed to hit them by accident than because of the 

tracking software. 

V was one floor above Z and climbed the tower vertically to stay in cover and out 

of sight. The first three drones came around from the left side. Bang, bang, bang. 

The bullets were piercing through steel and mainboard and made them light up. 

The other drones noticed and flew around the tower. Both V and Z adjusted their 

position, but the drones started to fire regardless. 

‘This is not standard protocol. Drone software never reacts this aggressive 

without an identified target.’ 

‘It seems like somebody has his eyes on us.’ 

Several drones far away were standing by idle. They were not on the network, 

and their model not assigned to the plant’s security. 

‘Let’s give him a nice show.’ 

‘You think he is watching?’ 

‘Who else?’ 

V swung herself up to the next floor, while Z was getting under heavy fire. The 

tower was made of steel, but would not handle hundreds of bullets penetrating 
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it for several minutes. The drones were running fully automatic, would never 

reload, and never give them an opening. Z quickly ran around to the other side 

of the tower and shot a few of them till they adjusted their fire. The rusty steel 

turned into swiss cheese every time he repeated the maneuver. V was still 

climbing the tower while carefully shooting drones that did not have her in sight. 

Z had to move up the floors as the cheesy tower was providing less and less 

cover. The drones had adjusted their plan and flanked him from several sides. 

There were still about a dozen drones left, and once the second wave would 

arrive, both of them would take more than just a few bullets. 

V checked the bridge that would get them towards the exit and shot down the 

few drones that had a direct angle on it. The smoke grenades she threw right 

after smoked up the bridge perfectly, and she was dropping another smoke 

beside her on the tower. Z got covered in smoke and sprinted over the bridge 

towards the exit. V primed an EMP grenade on top of the tower, then injected a 

digital copy of herself into the drone network they would focus on. A moment 

later, she was covered in smoke and rand after him. 

Hundreds of bullets hammered into the tower until the EMP went off. A moment 

of silence embraced them, and the seagulls came back to the scene of crime, 

watching the drones drop into the water. Halfway to the exit, the tower in the 

middle of the structure started to collapse. Cables and bridges snapped, and tons 

of steel fell into the deep blue. Their bridge was one of the survivors, but not for 

long. The further they ran, the wobblier the bridge became. They finished the 

last 400 meters, checked the corridor ahead, then watched the bridge collapse 

behind them. One segment after another snapped and fell. They both were 

breathing heavily until they became aware of it. There was no need to breathe 

in their bodies, and they immediately stopped. They smiled at each other. It 

would take a lot more time to get rid of the hard-wired human processes running 

deep inside their brains. 

“Two intruders, armed, moving from west to east. Just passed the open 

connector in sector B12. Their destination is the laboratories. Three teams 

scheduled to intercept, four teams setting up positions.” 

The ship’s interior changed into mint green. The steel doors were replaced with 

digital security doors, which in return made it easier for them, not harder. They 

locked two of the intercepting teams into different rooms. There was no way for 

them to get through the thick triple-layered glass besides blowing up the entire 

wall. 
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One team approached them from the front. The vacant server room they were 

in was tranquil. Several small red lights from the shelves were the only light 

source. The soldiers entered and were clearing the space quietly, only 

communicating through encrypted connections on their implants. V was 

standing above the doorframe and Z beside an empty cabinet. The soldiers split 

themselves into several teams, making it a lot easier to take them out. They 

could have completely avoided them, but more soldiers approaching from 

behind would disadvantage them later. 

V dropped from the doorframe without making a sound and snuck up on the 

soldiers standing near the entrance, observing the room and providing cover. 

She aimed at the neck, and her hand silently broke it. The other soldiers 

encountered the same fate. The team closest noticed the noise of guns dropping 

on the floor. As they reached the source of the noise, the bodies and guns were 

already hidden. The soldiers were sending out messages, but the jammer on V’s 

belt made sure they would not reach their destination. 

One team passed Z’s cabinet. He jumped out and smacked one of them over the 

head, then disarmed the other and send him flying with a kick to his chest. As V 

came in sight, she saw the mess he had made. The first soldier had his skull bend 

in and was lying motionless on the floor, the other had a curved in chest and 

could barely breathe. 

‘If you kill them, at least make it quick. Look at this poor guy. His lungs will 

collapse any moment.’ 

She shot the desperately breathing soldier in the head while looking somewhat 

disappointed towards Z. From the ventilators on top of the ceiling, they could 

feel the last team becoming frightened. They did not manage to turn around in 

time towards the sudden rush of air coming from above. 

‘They are using new implants, but something is different. I can’t get any access. 

It’s like they are not sending out any data at all.’ 

The moment they kneeled to examine one of the soldier’s implants, the last team 

primed to intercept entered the room. They both jumped up and made it out of 

sight just in time. 

“They are in here!” 

The soldiers had noticed the bodies, and one of them reached into his pocket. 

He threw a small drone into the air that had several small antennas around its 

body. It would scan for all movement in the room. 
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‘Oh shit.’ 

They both aimed, synched to another, and started shooting. The first few went 

down without any trouble, but the remaining ones had noticed and took cover. 

Z shot the drone, but the soldiers already knew that they were above them and 

fired blindly in their direction. V let herself fall in front of the soldiers and used 

the closest one as a shield. She swung his AR around and blasted the entire clip 

through the room, then dropped the body and took cover. A bullet had strafed 

her along her chest, and another had gone through her upper left leg. Both had 

not destroyed any components, and the trans-clothes already started to 

regenerate the damaged cloth. 

Z had circled the last ones from above, but their reaction was too slow to 

compete with Z’s. He flew towards them, and bullets went through their heads 

before he smacked against a cabinet mid-air. Confused and annoyed, he got up 

to V’s amusement. 

The lab of the plant was not just a few rooms, but an entire complex with slick 

and modern design spanning several floors. Large open spaces were connected 

by ascending and descending walkways out of glass. Lab rooms for testing were 

behind reinforced transparent windows, built on top of each other. Most of the 

cells were vacant, but a few had some desperate individuals in them. Dressed in 

white coats, some were lying sedated on their bed while others were in the 

middle of harming themselves. 

It was almost too obvious where the soldiers would position themselves to 

defend the perimeter, but it was too risky to go in guns blazing. While examining 

the architecture of the plant, they noticed the ventilation shafts poking out of 

the ceiling. They checked the schematics and found a route towards the control 

room, which had the implant code and encryption keys. 

Crawling through the ventilation shafts turned out to take a lot longer and be a 

lot more annoying than they had anticipated. The shafts had drops of several 

meters they had to slowly climb up or slide down, with additional fans and blades 

at the top or bottom. V had her toolkit, but it still took a while to dismantle them 

without making any noise. The soldiers were confused by the long waiting time 

and started to spread out. Z released the two teams they had locked in earlier to 

create even more confusion. They evaded several teams and entered the control 

room without anyone noticing. 

The room had one large screen all over the back of the wall and a control panel 

with dozens of modified keyboards in front of them. On the sides of the dark 
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room, cabinets were filled with documents. V connected a small drive to one of 

the keyboards and had admin access within seconds. The project folders of the 

new implants dated back an entire year, and several documents mentioned the 

project even before then. This plan was long in the making, and there were many 

more people involved than just Kaiser. Unfortunately, most of them had died 

during 1B. She found the source code for the implants. With it, they should be 

able to decrypt the data from the psycho. 

She joined Z, who was looking through the folders of the cabinets. Dozens of 

multinational corporations and even governments were interested or helping 

Kaiser with his efforts. Of course, none of them officially. It took a moment to 

find the connection. They were all companies whose primary interest was data 

collection. Kaiser was selling raw implant data of tens of millions of people. The 

money for it was not in the million or billions, but trillions. He must have already 

collected the data when he worked at ELIM, but with DELPHI and the new 

software, he had full access to raw data. 

The code, in addition to the emails and documents, would bring down a bunch 

of companies and governments; the only problem was that most of them were 

too big to fail. No government would take blame voluntarily, especially if they 

had supported a genocide on global scale. Releasing it to the public would get it 

censored and drowned out in the void. 

- 

The boat pinged as it arrived near the entry pad covered in algae. The waves 

were hitting against its sides and water covered the soldiers. 

Once all soldiers had left the military boat, the next one was already approaching 

behind them. The two commanders dropped into the boat and sat next to the 

captain. A cargo helicopter was flying over them, carrying a container that 

disappeared inside the plant. 

The boat turned around and raced back to shore. At the small pier outside the 

city, dozens of military vans were parked with soldiers unloading equipment. The 

commanders briefed the approaching soldiers, then walked outside the pier 

gate. After a few hundred meters, the commanders threw their ARs over the 

fence into the ocean, and as they approached the small fishing docks, their 

clothes changed into a stylish fisherman outfit. They followed the afternoon sun 

slowly descending into the city before them.  
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14 

The two invaders had accessed the lab just as half of the contracts had been 

signed. His net worth had increased more than 100-fold over the past hour. The 

conferences he had were successful and ensured the support of several 

governments. Even if the two intruders knew what to do or leaked the code at 

this very moment, governments would cover him and treat it as a security error, 

not an inside job. Another conference was scheduled in a few minutes, and 

another bunch of contracts just returned. The backup servers were heating up 

as the first clients downloaded their copies; raw, non-anonymized data on over 

100 million people. It was what every company and government wanted; they 

only had to sign a deal with the devil. 

The two invaders had vanished from the logs after the first soldiers arrived via 

helicopter. They were sweeping the ship, but he already knew they were gone. 

He was back in his small apartment suite and took a shower in the open 

bathroom. The showerhead covered the entire ceiling, and the steam was 

sucked up by the vent around it. The shower turned off automatically as he 

walked from the dark-golden rectangular tiles into the white-golden ones. The 

air around him circulated and dried him within seconds. The slight lavender smell 

filled the room with a relaxing atmosphere. The windows shimmered from the 

lights of the city and reflected his naked body. A drink in his left, his right pressed 

against the glass. Watching the evermoving city was his medicine. 

The activity around the plant had stirred up the media. It took a few moments 

to find the adequate story strategy and manipulate the photographs; no 

intruders but a mechanical error, not soldiers but mechanics and medics. It 

stayed a small story, and he wanted to keep it that way. The fewer eyes on him, 

the better. 

As he walked back to the bathroom to brush his teeth, he contemplated their 

motivation. They could not be competitors nor governments. He had made deals 

with all of them, and leaking his code would only incriminate themselves. Were 

they acting alone with no entity behind them? 

The video feed from the drones was blurry, and no face recognition was possible. 

But even if, he wound not find anything about them. What was their plan? Would 

they publish the code? Would they try to blackmail him? None of it would stop 

it, it would only encourage him to speed up the pace. He had connected the dots 

that those two had to be the ones who published the update for ELIM and were 

arrested half a year ago. He did not know how they had gotten out of prison, but 



93 
 

it’s not like governments were the most competent jailors. The two were 

catching up, but he was still ahead and could see every single one of their moves. 

Speeding up the plan was the safest way to ensure its success. Even if they would 

never get close, he would not dare to let them. 

He stretched his body for a while before getting under the warm and soft blanket 

of his bed. Tomorrow would be an exciting day. He would start investing the 

trillions he had made today. 

He already had a list of companies and clients in mind that he would personally 

call. Seeing their faces as they would not only get bought out way above their 

evaluation but also their ideas and products put to use instantly made him smile. 

And after all that, he would still stay the richest man on the planet. 
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15 

The bike stopped in the safety lane. The rider got off and placed his helmet on 

the seat. A few cars honked as they passed. He climbed up the concrete barrier 

and looked around. This part of the highway, leading over and through the slums, 

had not been modernized in decades. While all the others had safety barriers 

and emergency exits, none existed here. He could have jumped off the highway 

if he wanted. He would fall for a few seconds, then splatter on market stands 

and vegetables. He smelled something spicy from below, and a slight hunger 

emerged in his stomach. He should get some food before the stands would close. 

A multi-cart e-truck honked behind him. An older woman, the age of his mother, 

yelled outside the window. 

“Get back down here son. You’re going to fall if you are not careful.” 

The woman seemed concerned, but her face was rather annoyed as if this was 

not the first time she had seen people on top of the highway. He looked below 

for a moment, then turned around and got back on his bike without giving 

attention to the woman. She was following him with her eyes. 

“Do you need any help?” 

“I’m fine. Not here to kill myself. At least not today.” 

He started his bike, and its loud motor drained out the woman’s response. She 

looked after him for a while until she resumed the autopilot and the truck 

accelerated again. The man reminded her of her son, and although he did not 

seem to be suicidal, he must have other demons he was fighting with. 

The spicy noodles were so good, he ended up getting a second and third bowl. It 

was one of the last stands still open as the evening approached. He was the last 

customer and the owner happily gave him today's leftovers while having his meal 

with him. 

The neon curvy “J-Implants” sign turned off its light, meaning the shop would 

close down any moment. He had scouted its security before and was impressed. 

They were prepared for an invader, but only one that would sneak in, not one 

that would come in guns blazing. A customer left the store, and he could see a 

few more sitting inside. He would wait a bit longer. 

- 

He loaded his pistol and readied the jammer. He took the last pill from the 

container the doctor had given him for his leg and threw it on a pyramid of trash 
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that had piled up next to one of the stands. He got out another container and 

took out one of the rainbow-striped pills, reserved for special occasions. He still 

remembered the high from the last time. Seeing them both dead on the dirty 

pier. Fuck, that was good. His pupils widened, and his senses were working 

overtime as the pill was absorbed in his stomach. A smile grew all over his face 

as he walked towards the shop. He pulled out his gun and turned on the jammer. 

The loud screeching became music in his ears. 

The door smacked open, and Lap looked up from behind the counter. The last 

customer had left a while ago, and he had just finished sorting today's orders. 

He recognized the smiling face with its wide-open eyes. The jammer blocked 

outside connections, but the new transmitters he had set up still worked. Shana 

and Julio could still get his message and video feed. Lap was about to leap 

forward towards the emergency button under the counter as a bullet in his 

shoulder stopped him. It seemed like the sound from the gun arrived way later 

that the bullet did, or was it the sound from the second bullet? Lap’s body got 

heavy and he fell against a shelf. Several boxes full of implants dropped over him 

and got smeared in blood. It took him by surprise, but the bullets did not hurt 

him; they calmed him. Sudden tiredness waved through him. 

Hagger was laughing as he pulled the trigger again and again. With every shot, 

the pain in his leg vanished, and the world became brighter and more saturated. 

His life was going by in slow motion, and every bullet turned into fireworks. The 

cabinet of a human was already dead after the third bullet, but he kept going 

until his hunger was stilled. The young woman had run off behind him while he 

was in a trance, but he did not need her anyway. He jumped over the counter 

and spit on the body. The splatter of his saliva splashed on the skin, and small 

droplets flew through the air. The new door they had installed upstairs was 

secure against all kinds of shenanigans, except good old explosive charges. 

He stuck two on the door, happily slid down the railing of the stairs, and got into 

cover. One charge would have been enough, but today he felt charitable. The 

outer walls of the apartment blew open alongside the reinforced door. The 

concrete was falling into the street and on the market below. Nobody got hit, 

but the few people still on the market looked over to the building covered in dust 

and smoke. 

Hagger took three steps at a time and walked up the stairs like a clown. Debris 

were sparkling in the air as if he was walking through glitter. 

“I’m back motherfucker!” 
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When Julio had gotten Lap’s feed, he had just enough time to lock the door. He 

pushed the emergency button just before it was blown out of the wall alongside 

its electronics. Being only a few meters away from the door, he was catapulted 

over a chair and against the kitchen boards. The debris had hit him all over his 

body, and the wound from his last encounter had opened. His face swole up, and 

he could no longer feel his right hand. Lying in the dusty kitchen, he sensed him 

approaching, but could not make out what he was saying. His ears were still 

ringing from the explosion while blood was coming out of them. 

Hagger pulled him up and placed him on the kitchen chair that had survived the 

explosion. Julio sat folded like a bag of rice and did not move. Hagger saw the 

blood on his head and legs and noticed the missing right arm. It had been cut 

clean and was barely bleeding. He looked around the room but could not find it. 

Hagger pulled up Julio’s head and ripped the implant from his temple. Julio was 

not fully conscious, and there was no expression in his face. Both eyes were 

swollen to the point where he could only open and barely see through them. He 

had cuts over his cheeks with his lower lip swollen as well. 

Hagger connected the implant to his tablet and was happy with what he saw. 

“Perfect. The first thing you did after I visited was to hide the wallet. You did not 

even bother to check your implant for any virus or fraudulent code.” 

Julio did not react. Hagger walked happily over to the fridge that had not gotten 

a single scratch from the explosion and pushed it over. The door popped open, 

and milk spilled all over the floor and mixed itself with dust and blood. Behind 

the fridge, a small black box was taped next to the evaporators. It looked like it 

was part of the refrigerator until you took a closer look at the little strips of tape 

at its edges. Hagger pulled it off, placed it on the kitchen counter, and used a 

piece of concrete from the floor to break open the lock. He hit it a few times till 

it gave in and exposed the small drive that was wrapped and taped in several 

plastic bags. Hagger tucked it into his jacket and was ready to leave. He now had 

what he wanted; Four million Eurodollars would turn his dreams into reality: A 

penthouse inside the inner city, luxurious cars, and fancy food for the rest of his 

life. 

Julio dropped from the chair as Hagger walked out of the kitchen. He had passed 

out from the blood loss. Hagger walked downstairs as if nothing had happened. 

He was today’s last customer of J-Implants, and they had provided him with 

excellent service. Several curious people from the market were peeking inside 

the newly established construction site. Hagger walked past with a smile on his 
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face and disappeared in the crowd. Several drones flew above and circled the 

building, while sirens approached on the streets. 

While indulging himself in small dumplings and sweet bread, he watched the 

police and ambulance block off and enter the ruins. They took out one body on 

a large stretcher. Instead of two, four people had to carry the massive body to 

an electric cart. The crowd then slowly dispersed, which was his sign to move. 

The small side alley ended on a large intersection. There was a bar close by he 

was looking for. He had been there several times, and its private rooms were the 

perfect place to wind down. He scanned the codes on the large glass monitor 

and reserved himself a room on the upper floors. Several TVs were flickering on 

the wall of the room, and electronic rock music was playing in the background. 

He switched the playlist several times, then sat down on the large sofa and 

peeked through the window over the street and buildings close by. The window 

was transparent from his side but looked like concrete from the other. Nobody 

knew about it if they had never visited this place. 

A small hole in the wall opened, and his drinks and snacks rolled onto the table 

until they stopped right in front of him. He took a sip of the beer and tried some 

fried snacks and crackers until he put his attention on the packaged drive. He 

copied the wallet, then copied the keys from his online backup. 

It took a few seconds, and he noticed how the effects of the micro were slowly 

wearing off. The snacks and beer started to taste less exotic, and the wine-red 

furniture received a darker color. His heartbeat, which had been his background 

music for the past hour, faded. 

The wallet opened, and he had access to 3.95 million Eurodollars. The few 

seconds of waiting and refreshing stretched themselves as if they were hours. 

The numbers slowly changed on his accounts, and relief overcame him. Finally, 

after months of pain and regret. He made several more transactions to settle the 

debt he had with the government and several banks, then ordered himself more 

food. The drug had made him hungry beyond belief. 

While eating through a feast of several large steaks, fries, glass-noodles, 

potatoes, several kinds of fried and unfried vegetables with dozens of sauces and 

dippings, he glanced over to the bunch of implants laying on the sofa next to 

him. One was his, one from the boy, the others from his former colleagues. Their 

small gang had worked together for several years and performed small gigs 

around the slums. They were not particularly well-known, but they had their 

customers. They took care of gang-related jobs the gangs themselves did not 
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want to. If they needed to cut a loose end with some third party, they would hire 

his crew. Most of their jobs were done publicly so that witnesses could confirm 

their doing. Several of his members had died over the years and were replaced. 

About two years ago, a smart kid entered the gang. He was too young for grunt 

work but handy with implants. It allowed them to gain some additional income 

from the implants of their victims. Hagger had gotten close to the kid over time. 

He would do the dirty work, and the kid would stay back and take care of the 

implants. It felt like he had a geeky little brother. 

After a particularly good job, the gang decided they all needed to upgrade their 

implants. The kid knew the most about implants, so he took care of it. They went 

on with their business but had not expected the kid to build a backdoor into their 

implants. From then on, he had access to their accounts but waited for the 

perfect moment to strike. It came with the four million offer. 

The only mistake he had made was his lack of patience. He had transferred the 

money to one of his accounts before and not after he disappeared. He was on 

his way to the subway as one of the others found him. Of course, he did not 

admit what he had done and was the first to die. The rest of the gang met in the 

lower city to find the traitor among them. Everyone suspected Hagger because 

the transactions had run over his account, but it would make no sense for him 

to show up or keep in contact. The most trigger-happy started shooting before 

they could agree to trace back their transactions and IPs. 

Hagger was the last one standing. He was pissed and glad that he got rid of the 

incompetent bunch. After copying the data of their implants, he spent days 

trying to find the wallet before remembering that the kid was the one who 

bought them their implants. 

1B made it more uncertain that he would ever find his implant, but he eventually 

traced the ownership through several IPs. Weeks and many bodies later, he 

visited J-Implants for the first time. 

The steaks, alongside most of the side dishes had disappeared into his stomach. 

He let out a loud burp and laid back on the sofa. He started a VR tour of a house 

he had bookmarked. On his retina, an attractive young brunette was guiding him 

through the house while accidentally showing him her cleavage. He turned down 

the transparency and dove into the house tour. 

The housing company was one of Kaiser’s clients and had adjusted its 

advertisement accordingly to the desires of its customers. Hagger was 
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transfixed, but the house was getting the least of his attention. The VR tour was 

about to finish, and the woman was walking around him, whispering the contract 

details into his ears. His dream home was only one click away for the absurdly 

cheap sum of 900k Eurodollars. In his mind, he was not buying a house, but more 

pleasure from the woman circling him. Hagger’s mouth was drooling with salvia 

as the woman bent over with the contract in her hands. He was looking down 

towards her chest and could see her well-formed breasts. She did not wear a bra, 

and if he leaned forward a little bit more, he would be able to see her nipples, 

but simultaneously sign the first part of the contract. It would guarantee the 

company the first deposit, whether he would cancel the agreement or not. 

The door of his room burst open, and he jumped back onto the sofa. The woman 

in the VR tour was startled and looked towards the door as well. He shut down 

the tour to her sad expression. Instead of the brunette, a bald man with a dark-

brown leather jacket and several tattoos on his arms and a woman with side-cut, 

black baggy pants, and yellow vest were standing before him. 

He did not know these blokes, but by the look of it, they knew him, and most 

people who knew him wanted him dead. 

“You haven’t changed at all, have you? Did not even learn how to open doors 

without blowing them up.” 

Hagger pulled the gun and pushed himself over the sofa to put distance between 

them. They were both moving as if they already knew. The guy jumped on the 

table and kicked the pistol out of his hand. A loud crack filled the air. The bald 

man lifted and threw him across the room against the wall. He gasped for air 

after he fell on the floor. He could see the woman picking up Julio’s implant that 

was still lying on the sofa. 

“You nearly killed the only kid in town who understands these things. You also 

destroyed his shop and killed his employee. Don’t you think you could at least 

give back the money you stole?” 

Hagger looked at her, slightly confused but enraged at that idea. 

“Technically and legally, this is not your implant and never was. Even without the 

black-market reselling, Julio reset the entire thing and imprinted his ID. You can’t 

make it more obvious than that. And everything that was on it also belongs to 

him, including the money you lost.” 

Hagger got up and lunged himself towards her. She changed her pose, tilted his 

arm slightly, and he fell head first into the plates on the table and shattered 
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them. She put her fingers on his temple while the bald guy held him on the 

ground. He tried to move with all his strength, but they had full control. 

Electricity was flowing through his forehead, and he saw the implant acting by 

itself. It took all the money and sent it out to different accounts. It only took a 

few seconds. 

“Was nice meeting you again. Always good to get reminded that people like you 

still exist. We’ve put you in the government database for serial child rapists. Your 

GPS will now be in constant connection with the police. You try to pull something 

shady or do some dirty work, and you will end up in prison for the rest of your 

life. You remove your GPS and the police will be after you.” 

She took the box of pills out of his jacket, while baldy picked up his pistol. They 

left him lying on the floor and put on their sunglasses. 

“Maybe we will see each other again, maybe we won’t. See this as the first day 

of your new life.” 

- 

They noticed the explosion before they could hear its shockwave. They entered 

the camera feed and saw Hagger walking towards the shop. Was he working for 

Kaiser again? He had come for Julio before they had, which was a bad sign. The 

streets were too crowded, so they took the roofs. They climbed up the wall of a 

building like two monkeys and delighted nearby passengers; some even clapped. 

Jumping the eight meters from roof to roof was no problem for their bodies. 

As they ascended the smoking building, they saw the large slum hillside glittering 

in the afternoon sun. They stayed low in the smoke and dropped through the 

freshly made hole on the roof. Everything was covered in dust and Julio was lying 

face down in milk and blood, next to one completely unharmed kitchen chair. 

They saw his non-existent arm. V grabbed him and tucked him over her 

shoulders, while Z had already jumped up again, going ahead to prepare the 

operation. She was about to jump, as the young woman in a red-white dress 

came through the smoke. 

“Julio.” she gasped. 

“What are you doing with him? Is he alive?” 

V did not look like police, ambulance, or killer to Shana, but rather like some 

military professional. V looked at her for a brief moment till she had figured out 
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who she was, then send her the coordinates they were heading to. She jumped 

into the smoke above without saying a word. 

She traversed as smoothly as she could so he would not lose additional blood. Z 

had already woken up the doctor and prepared the surgery. They opened the 

door when she came in sight. Salim was fully clothed in sterile surgery clothes, 

and they started to cut Julio’s clothes and cleaned his body. He had several cuts 

in his chest and the obvious loss of his arm. The stump was beginning to bleed 

heavier. V opened a port on Julio’s other arm and injected the drugs prepared 

on the counter. 

After the stump was cleaned, Salim started stitching it together. Several small 

robot arms above them automatically cleaned, sterilized, and brought new 

supplies. Salim was sweating heavily from the sudden emergency. He had not 

had been in such a situation in many years. While he was focusing on the stump, 

several more arms were inserting tubes into Julio’s body to keep him breathing 

and his organs from collapsing. The last cuts and bleedings around his crouch 

and legs were given attention by V and Z. The door opened as Shana approached. 

“We need your hands.” 

Shana was startled, but after seeing the familiar environment, she cleaned 

herself and got to work. Most of the smaller injuries could be treated with a small 

laser device that was regenerating tissue and cells, but the long cuts on his chest 

and his stump needed proper time to heal. Even with the addition of nanobots, 

he would still need several weeks to recover. The swelling on his face was mostly 

gone, but the blue and green color on his skin remained. Salim and the arms 

continued operating while Z explained Shana what happened. 

V was busy tracking down their old friend. He was not working for Kaiser but had 

been betrayed by his own gang. She found the death reports. All implants were 

missing. Julio must have gotten the implant and therefore became Hagger’s 

target. Hagger’s ID had just checked into a bar nearby and she pinged Z. The least 

they could do is get Julio his money back and go through Hagger’s implant. They 

had not expected him to become an issue, but somehow, he had found a way. 

Now they had to take care of him. 

They left Shana with Salim, who was exhausted and covered in sweat. He took 

off his clothes, and half-naked drowned a bottle of water in front of her. Shana 

was baffled but amused by the strange sight. 
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A few startups specialized in data analysis created the clusters he was looking 

for. All of them accepted his buyouts. Making them work together under a single 

company proved to be more stressful than it had to be, and he ended up firing 

many stubborn managers with bloated egos. The network they created was 

refined over the next weeks, and all of the startups provided essential roles. 

The core cluster was revolving around the people committing violence and crime 

regularly. The cluster around them were followers. Not as prone to violence as 

the first cluster, but committed to it nonetheless. Around the two, a net of over 

two million formed who were loosely involved. 

Long ago, he had created a think-tank devoted to the most significant issues of 

society, and they always ended up at the same conclusion. The wealthier the 

people and the less poverty existed in society, the better everyone was off. While 

this had been known for decades, humanity had been moving in a very different 

direction. Everyone was quasi-wealthy and spoiled by the government until they 

turned to adulthood and became slaves to the system. While many politicians 

had warned about the problems, it had become universally accepted. People’s 

optimism for a better future turned into an acceptance of its inherent problems. 

And frankly, they no longer had the time to think about it when they were always 

in debt. 

Solutions also always ended up the same. The current involuntary debt system, 

with its strict enforcement had to be abolished for people to flourish. The only 

way for them to gain a better future was to eliminate the limitation and artificial 

ceiling put on them by the government and give them opportunities that paid 

and fulfilled more than crime. It also meant that the government had to focus its 

spending on the poorer parts of the city. When 90% of poverty and crime were 

in the outer city, but only 20% of government spending was flowing into it, 

nobody could expect it to get any better. 20% was barely enough to keep the 

infrastructure maintained at the current outdated standards. 

But as politicians were hard to influence and had blocked any kind of effort into 

this direction, he had to do it himself. And he definitely could. For most of the 

sectors responsible for infrastructure, he owned at least one company, often the 

biggest one. It gave him an advantage, but it would not be enough to hire his 

own companies; he had to hire all of them. Subway lines through the slums, 

renovated highways, extended grid and internet access, affordable housing, and 

environmental and social standards for companies and employees. His 
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investments would temporarily create millions of jobs and lift people out of 

poverty until a long-term solution could take over. Once the politician would see 

the progress, they should be easier to persuade for further changes. Once the 

outer city would flourish, the inner city would notice and get interested. 

The crime clusters of the city had gotten more precise and accurate over the 

weeks, and the rate of improvement in the model was slowing down 

significantly. A few more days and it would start to stagnate, which meant they 

were ready for the next phase. 

Six subway lines were planned in the slums, and one was almost completed. 

Public transportation in the first few months would be completely free and 

increase mobility in the slums dramatically. Several highway segments had 

already been renovated up to the newest standards of the inner city. He had 

demanded that grid coverage would begin in the most populated areas of the 

slums, which brought him a lot of backlash from the companies, so he quickly 

created his own and brought in all the people willing to work for him. The areas 

of the slums had confusing ownership structures, with many small stretches of 

land owned by families and individuals. As they would not give up their land, he 

leased it out and started building high-rise apartment buildings. The apartment 

buildings were fast to make with modern off-site production while having some 

of the highest environmental standards. 

It did not take long for people to notice what was happening, but because it was 

a private investor and not the government, anger towards the government flared 

up. Several violent protests were shut down harshly. One even reached the gates 

to the inner city and resulted in a small massacre that was quickly censored. 

Kaiser knew that these improvements would help, but ultimately not bring the 

change he was looking for. Crime, violence, and poverty stayed as cancerous as 

they were, even with fancy apartments and polished sidewalks. Radiation 

therapy was only one part of getting rid of cancer. The other was cutting it out 

to stop it from spreading and growing further inside the body. 

The data he sold had an astonishing effect on the people inside the city. Almost 

all companies had used it for advertisement purposes and could now target 

individuals specifically with their psychological profile and private data; 

Weaknesses, traumas, dreams, and worries. They were not too obvious about it, 

but it was clear what they were doing. In the inner city, nobody complained. If 

anything, people were happy about the sudden solutions for their problems, 

even if those could easily get resolved without buying a product or service. 
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17 

After gathering the source code from the plant, they did not want to risk loading 

it onto their implants to compromise their systems, so they were going through 

it manually on their computers. The code infrastructure reminded them of ELIM, 

yet it was written very differently. It seemed more professional with lots of 

bloatware removed. They checked the old coding forums for anyone else who 

had or could give them some insight. They found several threads started by the 

same user. They contained questions as well as raw data directly from the source 

code. The posts were already several months old, but the user responded within 

minutes. 

“You will notice the bursts of data whenever you connect to a new receiver. Most 

implants have the same spikes, but if you have a rootkit running, you will notice 

that a large part of the data comes from storage and not from the OS. And it gets 

sent out to servers that have nothing to do with the OS connectivity.” 

Attached was a magnet link to an encrypted messaging service. They made a 

throwaway account and added the mysterious user. While V was messaging their 

new contact, Z went out to buy some new DELPHI implants. A fancy store nearby 

sold them, and to the baffled look of the clerk and other customers, he cleared 

out an entire shelf. 

Back in the hideout, he started spoofing GPS and grid data for the implants. The 

implants believed they were moving over the grid and sent out their data to the 

server they were connected to. It took not long to isolate the data-streams and 

decrypt it with the source code. 

A small sub-directory of the OS was compressing and storing raw data as system 

files. Once he connected to a new receiver on the spoofed grid, the usual OS data 

was accompanied by the compressed data that afterward was deleted from 

storage.  

“We know what is being sent over the grid.” 

“Let me guess… Anonymized user data? Would DELPHI make billions.” 

“Raw, un-anonymized data-streams.” 

“You sure about this? That can’t be legal.” 

“It is thanks to the regulations after 1B and explains the movements of capital in 

the market.” 
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“Are you talking about the investments in the outer city? The billions flowing into 

infrastructure projects and grid coverage?” 

“Yes. You are months ahead in understanding the code. We need your help.” 

V sent a video of the data streams. GPS data, browsing history, implant logs, eye 

movement. It took a while till he responded. 

“What do you need my help for?” 

“What do you know about Project Goliath?” 

The connection dropped and the account deleted a moment later. V smiled. He 

had played dumb and knew a lot more than he made them believe. Now he was 

bound to run into their honeypot. All they had to do is wait. 

- 

Julio was only waking up for food and water. Salim had dropped all other clients 

and was assigned entirely to Julio. The first real case in years, and he would not 

let him die on his watch. Julio’s stump had a small infection that had flared up 

since the operation, and Salim had to clean the wound and re-cultivate the outer 

skin cells several times a day. One morning it suddenly disappeared, and Julio’s 

condition improved dramatically. He was awake longer than asleep, and Shana 

kept him company and improved his mood. 

Julio had insured the building only weeks before it was blown to pieces and the 

insurance company was already halfway done fixing it. The concrete walls were 

standing again, although colored white and not dark yellow as the rest of the 

building. With Julio’s help, Shana fixed and handed out implants to the confused 

customers. Some asked about Julio, but everyone asked about the sudden 

redecoration. Just as Julio was getting used to having one arm less, Salim came 

to him with a large package. 

“Your sponsors got you something.” 

“Do they ever plan to come over?” 

“Once we are done with this.” 

Salim tapped at the package and started to rip it open. Inside was an engraved 

metal box that started to run a video ad on the small glass window. It was a 

mechanical arm. The video showed a person with the arm writing, typing on a 

keyboard, throwing a ball, measuring weights, balancing a feather. Julio was 

speechless. Mechanical arms were so expensive; he had only seen them in 
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movies. Simple prosthetics were the norm, but this was the top of the line. Ready 

to use within a few minutes with military-grade strength and durability. 

“This is way over my budget.” 

“As well as mine.” 

Salim was not impressed and open the metal box by pressing the few dots on its 

side. Next to the shiny silver arm that looked like it was hovering was an oval 

black ball which stored the update for user and doctor. Salim held it over his 

implant, and it downloaded the update. 

Salim cleaned the stump, then took out the arm and pressed several small 

sensors on the side till something inside whirred up. Slowly the arm rotated and 

tightened around Julio’s stump till it sucked itself onto it. Weirdly enough, it felt 

warm and comforting. After the update, Julio looked at his new arm in awe. He 

slowly rotated it, moved its fingers, and made hand movements in the air. 

“I will leave you to it.” 

Salim took the packaging and walked out of the room. 

Julio did not tell Shana what surprise was waiting for her, and she ended up being 

even more enthusiastic about the new arm than he was. She had never seen one 

up close and spent hours observing it. 

When Salim came back, he was accompanied by two weirdly looking specimens. 

Julio glanced at Salim as the two walked towards him. 

“How’s the new arm?” 

“How did you find me?” 

“You downloaded the files from the Goliath thread. Old school honeypot, not 

really clever, but it worked. We got to you just in time. You would have died, 

would it not be for this old gentleman.” 

 She nodded towards Salim, who was standing in the back of the room and 

seemed ashamed as if he did not deserve such praise. 

“What do you want from me? And why this?” 

He held up his new arm and started spinning the hand clockwise around itself. 

“I can’t afford it.” 
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“You are better off for all of us alive and with two working hands. Now tell me, 

what do you know about Project Goliath?” 

Julio stopped spinning his arm and looked at Shana, slightly nervous. Shana had 

been sitting silently beside him. When her eyes met Julio’s, she noticed his look. 

“Should I leave?” 

The question was directed towards everyone, but Z answered first. 

“You are a good addition. It’s better if you stay. And you both have to forget 

about the shop for now.” 

“Are you hiring us or keeping us hostage?” 

Shana was getting straight to the point. 

“Julio, tell us what you know about Goliath, and we will tell you why we need 

you.” 

He sighed. 

“Goliath is a ghost program running over the OS of the DELPHI implants. It is 

monitoring the entire OS and has admin rights over everything. It can change 

commands, overwrite access, and sent or receive data.” 

“Is it responsible for the data leak?” 

“Can’t be anything else.” 

“Can it blow up the implants?” 

“Malfunction should be possible, but another 1B seems very unlikely. And 

shouldn’t they specifically avoid that?” 

“The guy who did 1B created Goliath. He made trillions from selling implant data 

and is investing them, but his documents hint to some bigger plan that 

specifically involves Goliath.” 

“What is his motivation? Besides 1B, it all sounds pretty altruistic. I mean, the 

guy is investing trillions to improve people’s lives.” 

“His father was a billionaire, then he took over and became a trillionaire. His 

companies far surpass industry standards for sustainability and employee rights. 

If he is willing to do a 1B on us, then there is something way bigger than money 

involved.” 

“Is his father still alive?” 



108 
 

“He had a brain injury from which he never recovered. He is being held in a 

private housing facility for mentally ill. Probably won’t talk to us.” 

“What do you need me for again?” 

“We came across some data a while ago. It looked like Goliath but in full action. 

You need to find the connection. Maybe that will make us understand what it is 

capable of.” 

“What about my shop? And the guy who almost killed me?” 

“The guy won’t bother you anymore. He even gave back what he stole from you, 

so you can let the shop rest for a while. We will get you to a safer location when 

you’re ready.” 

She transferred Julio the wallet and its key. He was surprised, then unlocked the 

wallet he tried to keep hidden all this time. The wallet synched and showed him 

2.93 million Eurodollars. He refreshed it several times until he was confident that 

it was not a joke. 

“Are you serious?” 

“We need your help, not your money.” 

- 

The mansion was only built recently but the style remembered of decades past: 

bright and dark bricks, a large tile roof. Sturdy and majestic, it was standing in 

the forest. Around the five-floors, a grass field was leading to a small stream. 

Two glasshouses stood at the end of the field, one occupied by plants, the other 

by the elderly having their afternoon cake. The senile and rich were accompanied 

by young nurses. Those who lived here could afford themselves a glorious 

lifestyle, even long after their brain had stopped working. 

The mansion had a long driveway leading outside of the forest and was on no 

official map. None of the old would wander off here. Without help, most of them 

could not walk further than from their bed to the toilet, and the chip in their arm 

would always reveal their location. 

It was peaceful here: Birds chirping, leaves crackling in the wind, the small stream 

flowing through the forest. Only occasionally a cough made its way through. It 

made everyone forget about the rest of the world: the megacities, the slums, the 

crowded apartment complexes. It’s what they had paid for. 
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The hallways were decorated and filled with paintings, plants, sculptures, and 

places to sit down. A large marble sculpture of several naked humans touching 

and hugging each other stretched from the entrance hall to the third floor. It was 

surrounded by large windows from which they could see staff tending to the 

plant sculptures and the plants and vegetables in the glasshouse. A few human 

vegetables were helping them, having dirt all over their clothes and faces. 

The ambient noise from the outside was hearable in the hallways. It made the 

walls feel transparent. A young doctor was rushing past them and respectfully 

greeted, then made her way downstairs. 

The last room at the left wing of the mansion was his. It was clean and sterile 

without any painting or personal objects. The wall towards the garden was 

transparent and could be dimmed down or used to display different 

backgrounds. The old man was sitting in a large armchair and watched the 

statues getting freed of their leaves. They both stood beside him for a while and 

embraced the view. Up here above treeline, it was possible to see a lot more of 

the forest. 

The old man looked over and grunted. His face was wrinkly, and only a few hairs 

were left on his head. Their presence annoyed him. Z took out the small implant 

from his pocket and walked over to him. 

“We need to talk to you about Elias.” 

No reaction from the old man. Z sighed and pressed the implant onto his temple. 

Anger filled his face as his eyebrows merged into one, and he fletched his teeth 

like an old dog. The wrinkles on his face started to dance and flap around as he 

tried to get towards them. 

‘Did he send you to kill me? I’ve waited long enough. Give that abolishment what 

he wants.’ 

It seemed like there were more family issues present than they had anticipated. 

‘We’re not here to kill you.’ 

He dropped back into the armchair and the expressions on his face faded. The 

small outburst of energy had exhausted him, and his mind wandered off. His eyes 

looked empty again. 

‘We came to ask about Elias. What has he done to you?’ 

‘He took my company and burned it to the ground. Humiliated me, assaulted me, 

and left me here to die. He became the predator I once was, but with different 
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intentions. He did not want the empire I had made; he wanted to burn it to the 

ground. Make me suffer. He used me as I used him.’ 

He moved his head to the small bamboo table next to him, and a straw extended 

itself out of the juice bottle. He took a sip, then continued. 

‘He showed off how much better he was than I could ever be. He was more 

successful while upholding his ethical code. He wanted my anger and hatred, but 

it has been a while now. I guess I’m no longer entertaining enough.’ 

One of the gardeners had just finished cutting a tree sculpture. He looked up to 

them and waved. He was happy and smiled. Mister Kaiser was finally getting 

some visitors. He had been alone in his room for way too long. 

‘Your son is not as different from you than you think. There is a reason why he 

did not show up in the past months. You remember 1B?’ 

‘Do I look like I have Dementia?’ 

They both streamed him Kaiser’s involvement in ELIM and DELPHI. 

‘Your son is planning something similar with the new implants. He might have 

been an honorable businessman, but after what happened the past months, I 

wouldn’t be so sure anymore.’ 

The old man seemed to have gotten a boost from what he had just learned. His 

posture straightened up, and the fog in his eyes seemed to disappear. A slight 

smile came into sight. He grabbed the armchair with his hands and stood up. As 

he turned towards them, they looked an old version of Elias Kaiser into the eyes. 

‘All his charade and years of pretending, but now he finally showed his true 

nature. He killed millions and would do it again for his bloated ideology. For his 

perfect world. It makes him not better than me; it makes him worse.’ 

He gave them his hand and shook it with a firm grip. 

‘I won’t forget it.’ 

Z pulled off the implant and the connection dropped, but the expression on his 

face remained. They had given him a reason to carry on, even if it was some 

twisted way of family revenge. 

After they left, a nurse came into his room, and he pointed outside to the 

glasshouse. Today, a victory had been achieved, and he would celebrate it with 

cake. 
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- 

‘You think it was all just a charade like his dad?’ 

‘Kaiser still holds onto the same values but is open to extreme measures to 

achieve them. One way or another, his power corrupted him to go through with 

it.’ 

The reinforced door opened and they walked down into the basement. The dark 

walls had a thin green film on them, and the stairs were still dusty. They had not 

used this place in many years, but it was good enough for their purpose. A small 

backup generator was bouncing up and down at the end of the stairs. 

Even with all the equipment, the cellar still looked huge. Two rows of desks 

covered both sides from the entrance. They had dozens of packages on them: a 

3D printer, several bioanalyzers, scanners, medical equipment, and a few new 

weapon attachments from the black market. A large chair for implant operations 

was standing on the side and had not been connected yet. 

When they were still young, they had explored the lower city and found this 

place. It was close to one of the entrances to the upper city but hidden from plain 

sight. Not even animals had found the place. Over the past days, they had turned 

it into their new base. It had more than enough space for all of them and could 

still be used for storage. 

“Look at this.” 

Julio seemed tensed up, looking at a monitor screen and sitting in a rusty chair. 

They walked past the fridge in the middle of the room and looked over his 

shoulders. 

“It took me a while to understand the stuff you gave me.” 

On the monitor, data was displayed as different colored liquids, moving through 

another and merging at certain parts. 

“This is normal code activity as it should be, but once I command Goliath to 

become active, this happens.” 

The liquids got drowned in a sea of green that moved into every part of the code 

until everything was infected. 

“Whoever has the encryption key to control Goliath can activate it over the grid.” 

He walked over to another monitor that also showed the flow of code. It was 

covered in the same green fog, but every few seconds, small bubbles appeared 
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on the screen that bloated up to all sides, fully submerged the code in it, then 

popped and disappeared again without a trace. 

“Isolating these bubbles of code took some time. They are created by Goliath 

and quickly take over parts of the implant. The code only makes sense when you 

don’t think of it as a technology but an organism. Shana came up with the idea, 

and we did some research on brain receptors. Whoever has this code running 

through their implant gets tortured by it. The code is hammering the pain and 

fear receptors of the brain through the implant.” 

“That would explain his behavior.” 

“Who’s behavior?” 

“The guy with this code. Killed a bunch of people then self-mutilated his own 

body.” 

“Jesus.” 

“Can the code access more than just pain and fear receptors?” 

“I mean, I don’t know. I don’t have any idea how to test it, but those two alone 

should already cause many problems. Imagine being in pain and fearing for your 

life for no reason, at an intensity you have never experienced in your life. People 

would kill themselves to make it stop.” 

“Can we stop the code from executing?” 

“This is hardware bound. You can’t get rid of Goliath that easily, maybe lessen 

its effect, but not get rid of it completely.” 

“We have to try. This will get activated sooner or later, so we better have 

something ready. Send us the code structure and the research you mentioned. 

Isn’t Shana here?” 

“You specifically told me that this is a secret location, so I told nobody. Should I 

get her?” 

“Once we start this, it can get ugly really quick, and you could get a target on 

your back, which also means there will be one on her. You can still walk away if 

you want. Just help us out with the code, and we will do the rest. If you care for 

her, you better get her down here. There are already two beds in the back room 

that you can use. The sooner you decide, the better.” 

- 
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Julio slept in one of the beds, and once he woke up, he knew he wanted to stay. 

They saved his life and gave him the chance to participate in something bigger 

than himself. 

Shana wanted to stay as well. She calibrated his arm and examined both V and 

Z’s bodies. She only knew about body swaps from books and movies and was 

unaware that technology had already advanced to this point. 

With a lot of work from Julio, they managed to merge Goliath’s inputs. Instead 

of sending out pain and fear, it would only focus on one. They quickly ruled out 

pain as the remaining input, as it was much more likely for people to not only kill 

themselves but also get violent and start a killing spree. It wasn’t a great tradeoff, 

but if they wanted to stop it altogether, they had to get to Kaiser and manually 

stop it. 

They created an update for DELPHI implants that would stop sending the raw 

data and change Goliath’s code. If they got lucky, Kaiser would not notice them 

having tinkered with Goliath’s commands. It would give them time, but they had 

to make their move before he did. 

The pods alongside the last components had arrived just in time, and all four of 

them were busy assembling the two fresh bodies. It was their failsafe for the 

inevitable. They were short on time, so the new bodies ended up being a 

budgeted downgrade. Nonetheless, Julio and Shana watched in awe as V and Z 

connected and controlled all four bodies. However bad it would get, these two 

had some pretty awesome tech. 

After a night of rest, Julio and Shana moved the update onto the DELPHI servers. 

All the commands Kaiser could use for Goliath were monitored and would 

immediately let them know the location of his severs, and therefore also Kaiser’s 

location. 
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18 

The national holiday was moving closer, and the entire staff was preparing a 

small feast in the meeting hall and decorated the apartments. Long strings of 

light were hung around the glasshouse outside and along the walkway. Special 

meals were prepared, and the residents enjoyed the change.  

He stuffed himself with food as if it was his last supper. As soon as his body 

signaled an overwhelming fullness, he stopped and went outside. It was chilly 

but still warm enough to walk around in his shirt. He made it to the trees behind 

the glasshouses and observed the small stream. The water was moving around 

several bigger stones and took smaller ones with it. He touched the cold water 

and covered his face in it. 

A nurse stood several meters behind and let him continue his small adventure 

until he would get tired. Despite the exo-suit around his legs and spine, he still 

needed a wheelchair for the way back. In his room, he fell asleep almost 

instantly. His son was standing next to him as he woke up, looking outside the 

window to the women picking vegetables in the garden. 

“I’ve been busy.” 

He adjusted his tie and continued. 

“Have you tried today’s buffet yet? It is quite…” 

A pair of dark eyes were looking into his. His father had changed. He was not 

brittle and broken today. A fire was burning and about to burn down the entire 

room. He grabbed his tablet from the table, tapped at it a few times, and a dark 

smile appeared in his face. He turned the tablet towards his son so he could read 

the bold letters, while the voice of a woman read out the sentences. 

 

I KNOW WHAT YOU DID. 

YOU ARE NOT BETTER THAN ME. 

YOU ARE WORSE. 

YOUR MOTHER WOULD KILL HERSELF IF SHE COULD. 

 

With each moment that his father was staring at him, the words drilled deeper 

into his mind. It was this condescending smile. The smile that made him feel 
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weak and worthless. He had seen it too often, but this one sting way stronger 

than he remembered. 

They had been here and had taken the victory he achieved over his father. His 

father laughed, but there was no sound in his laughter, only the abrupt inhale of 

air. He was laughing at him, his son. There was joy in his eyes. Years of 

humiliation rose and turned his face red. Today this room was his personal hell. 

The tablet felt on the ground and repeated the last sentence with voice 

activation. 

YOUR MOTHER WOULD KILL HERSELF IF SHE COULD. 

YOUR MOTHER WOULD KILL HERSELF IF SHE COULD. 

YOUR MOTHER WOULD KILL HERSELF IF SHE COULD. 

He could feel how his father was still laughing under the pillow while slowly 

losing consciousness. The tablet stopped repeating the sentences the moment 

his father passed out. Elias stood there a few more minutes. The burden holding 

him in his past had finally lifted. 

- 

Kaiser’s digital trail was accessing the grid at his offices. A few moments later, 

Salim became witness to one of his clients killing himself with one of the surgical 

tools he had just used to fix him. 

Salim was vividly reliving his previous trauma while a cleaning bot vaporized the 

fresh blood from the floor and furniture. The memory of his daughter appeared 

before him. 

Julio flew the small bird over the slums. Everything seemed like a typical day. The 

crowds moved through the streets, coming together on the markets and stores 

and stands were busy. A body fell from the highway onto a large soup stands on 

the market and gifted it with an unusual new ingredient. Julio re-winded the 

footage and saw the woman on top of the highway. Her dress moving in the 

wind, tears all over her face. Then she jumped. 

Shana had seen the footage on the monitor and walked over to Julio. She gently 

laid her hand on his shoulder. She had her own trauma of 1B, which she had not 

shared with Julio yet. It was not easy to confront those memories, but there was 

no other choice. 
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‘Woman was a headhunter for the Hungarians. Known criminal. Wanted for 45 

murders and dozens of unsolved ones.’ 

‘Seems like Kaiser still follows his credo. His new world starts with a mass 

genocide of criminals.’ 

‘Killing them might be a bit much, but he has a point, doesn’t he?’ 

The two motorbikes raced over the highway. Both riders wore tight rash guards, 

almost lying on their stomach as the powerful machines propelled them forward. 

‘Sure sounds sweet and all, but it is in his power to decide who is a criminal and 

who is not. He takes away any kind of agency and choice. People learn from their 

mistakes and change, given the right circumstances. But what defines a mistake, 

and what mistake puts you on his list? You had your fair share of criminal activity 

reselling stolen implants, Shana stole drugs from hospitals, and don’t even start 

with us. We would all be on his death list. But we learn by making mistakes, even 

by making horrendous ones. If it gets taken away from us, we will live in an 

artificial cage, censoring ourselves. Besides, the tech to make people kill 

themselves is already reason enough to stop it. And who says it will end once all 

criminals are gone?’ 

The bikes did a wheelie up the stair set leading to the tower and stopped at the 

top. Several security drones had followed them over the highway, and the 

ground floor of the building had military soldiers covering the entrance. A convoy 

of military vehicles was approaching as well. V and Z opened the trunk under the 

bike seats and equipped themselves. A belt with red and white explosive 

canisters, precision pistols, an AR with a barrel for small and large calibers, a 

modified shotgun. They left two canisters in the trunk before patting their bikes, 

making them accelerate towards the building. The soldiers did not start firing 

until the bikes had crashed through the glass. Both exploded, and the entire hall 

went up in flames. 

They disabled all elevators through the security system and locked the exits. The 

only remaining way to enter or exit was through the several landing pads on the 

side of the building.  

The elevator played relaxing jazz music as the number on their retina steadily 

climbed upwards. On floor 61, they had to exit and get rid of one of the landing 

pads. V charged the shotgun and the three green dots on the visor turned red 

one after another. They walked to the windows and punched them till they 

cracked. The concrete pillars that were holding the pad were decimated by the 
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shotgun. Every impact was a massive explosion that left a crater below the pad. 

After the third pillar was ripped apart, the fourth gave in, and the whole structure 

disconnected itself. It smashed onto the grass hundreds of meters below, and 

concrete flew all over the pavement. 

One down, three more to go. They got back into the elevator and the music 

continued. 

- 

He watched them on the police feed, racing over the highway and blowing up 

the ground floor. A few seconds later, the whole security system was 

compromised. 

The soldiers on the military trucks had no other entrance than the staircase. By 

the time they would reach him, it would be long over. He was getting aerial 

support, and several cargo helicopters had already landed on the upper pads. 

Two red military robots the size of elephants moved passed him and took 

position near the elevator entrance a few floors below. He did not plan to 

escape; he secretly hoped they would meet in the end. Even if they killed him 

and stopped Goliath, his plan would have already succeeded. 

He left the soldiers by themselves and walked back into the media room detailing 

the progress of Project Goliath. A map of the city was sprinkled with red dots 

over the south and west, where the outer city and the slums were located. They 

indicated the deaths. 4352 death and 18 casualties. So far, so good. 

While the suicides were slowly getting traction online, most news had not picked 

up on it yet. His network would keep it low for a while and clean up social media 

as best as they could. Anyone who was on social media when 1B happened had 

gotten some kind of trauma. We don’t want that to happen again, don’t we? 

Several vibrations in the building made him look at the drone footage from 

outside the building. They had just destroyed another landing pad. He had to 

play safe, and the safest play right now was to finish it before they could 

interfere. He upped the concurrent connections to the maximum the servers 

could handle. The core cluster had to go, no matter what. 

- 

Salim ran past the crowd that had formed at the hospital entrance and went 

straight to the surgery wing. His legs were hurting like hell. He had not run like 

this in years, although it had only been a few hundred meters. Why did they need 
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to have an off-grid policy for surgeons again? He passed the “employees only” 

door, and two nurses yelled after him. She was in operating room nine and in the 

middle of reconnecting the arteries of a 16-year-old girl. Two robots that she 

controlled with her implant were helping her reconnecting the arteries. He 

slammed open the door, but she did not itch a muscle. 

“Hey, Dad. Long time no see. I actually need a pair of hands right now.” 

Salim was breathing heavily, too exhausted to answer her. He walked over to the 

small machine next to the sink and stuck his hands into it. They were sprayed 

from both sides, and a thin layer was forming on top of his skin. He pulled them 

out and into the next machine that printed two gloves onto his hands. He walked 

over to her, and one robot moved aside while holding onto the artery. The two 

nurses that entered through the door were waved away by his daughter. 

“She lost most of her blood, and her heart stopped beating four minutes ago. 

Her heart and brain are getting stimulated, but if we don’t fix the arteries within 

the next five and get some fresh blood pumping, she won’t make it.” 

His daughter had become an exceptional surgeon from the moment she had run 

away from home. With most of his work being illegal, he never allowed her to 

help in his office, but instead of giving her a chance, he had punished her. Many 

years later, he met her again and they had been in loose contact since. He was 

still blaming himself, but she had moved on long ago. She already knew as a child 

what her father was up to, and could not blame him for keeping her away from 

it. The only thing she blamed him for was his greed. His priority was money, not 

the well-being of his patients or family. 

Maybe just because of it, she ended up exactly where her dad had been. In an 

illegal underground medical facility for people who had no money or were 

already in debt. Organs as payment were the most common dish on the menu. 

She had no implant to guide her but learned quickly how to separate bones from 

meat and cancer from healthy cells. After she got busted and spent three years 

in jail, she was recruited by a medical association and had worked in hospitals 

across the outer city ever since. 

She was the only surgeon in the outer city who could operate throughout her 

ten-hour shifts and still had an above-average success rate. After a few months 

of work, she shaved her head and covered it with tattoos. If she stood out in the 

medical community, she might as well should look like it. She augmented her 

eyes and arms and looked like a street punk when not wearing her hospital 

outfit. But whoever tried to get her out of the hospital staff room when she was 
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not in work attire, received a scolding from the head of the department faster 

than she had ever gotten from her father when sneaking around in his office. 

With the small chopstick sized tools, Salim managed to sew together half of the 

artery while she had already finished hers. The robot lasered the upper layers of 

skin together while she inserted several small tubes into the girl’s body, 

supplying her with new blood. She checked the two large magnets attached to 

the head and chest of the girl. 

“Brain and heart look good. We are on time. How is your side looking?” 

Salim did not answer. She looked over his shoulder while he finished the last few 

stitches. He walked back, the robot took over, and the machine started to pump 

blood into the girl. Her daughter smiled. 

“Trauma team will take over from here and wake her up. I have the next one 

waiting for me. Can I help you with anything?” 

“Did she try to kill herself?” 

“The girl? Report sounds like it. Deep cuts into the forearms. Suddenly grabbed 

a knife in front of her family and cut herself open. No prior cases of depression 

or suicide attempts. Was arrested for selling drugs several times. Pretty weird, 

but nothing unusual.” 

Two nurses from the trauma team entered the room and prepared the girl for 

the electric shock that would bring her back to life. 

“Does she have an implant?” 

“Sure.” 

The girl’s chest expanded as the electric nodes charged her heart out of sleep 

mode. It took a moment, then she looked around herself and lunged towards the 

small surgical tools on the table behind her. She dropped from the bed, and the 

tools fell all over the floor. She got hold onto one of the surgical knives, but Salim 

held her hands back and pushed the others away with his legs. 

“Take out her implant! Now!” 

The girl got hold onto another knife and pulled it towards her throat. The blood 

sprayed into Salim’s face. Ironically, the trauma team behind them was frozen. 

Kara had found the extractor, and as the implant squished itself out of the girl’s 

skin, all the tension in her body disappeared. She dropped the knives, and tears 

started running down her cheek. 
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With his last strength, Salim moved her from the floor onto the operating chair. 

The two robots we already above him and repaired throat and forehead. She 

would survive, but the trauma would stay. Kara turned around and spat in front 

of the two nurses. Their behavior was what she hated the most in her job. 

Bragging in the staff room, but breaking down under the slightest stress. This 

was the outer city; if you can’t handle people killing themselves in front of your 

eyes, you did not belong here. Two bulky security guys showed up and pushed 

the nurses out of her view. Another trauma team took over while Kara walked 

to her dad, covered in blood. 

“Now you look like you need an operation as well.” 

“Which implant are you using?” 

“XCore B12 series with an ERC modified kernel and JMAX OS.” 

“I have no idea what any of that means. Is it an ELIM or DELPHI model?” 

“No, dad. I don’t dabble around with trash.” 

“Good. Make sure to remove implants from people who got themselves into 

accidents or committed suicide. And tell your colleagues. All DELPHI models are 

affected.” 

“Sure thing. Is this something like 1B?” 

“Yes. Something like it.” 

“Cool.” 

“What?” 

“I’ll see you around dad. Thanks for checking in.” 

She waved him while spinning her hand around its axis, then disappeared into 

the next operating room. The people who saw Salim coming out of the surgery 

wing assumed he was a patient and tried to get him back inside. After taking off 

his shirt and pants to assure them that he was not injured, they let him go. Half-

naked he walked back to his office. 

- 

The military vans evacuated all streets around the building, and a swarm of 

police and press drones were hovering around it. The first mentions of the 

sudden suicides were drowned out over the news of two terrorists in the inner 

city.  
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A constant stream of data and Kaiser’s presence were needed to keep Goliath 

running. It was a security measure, so nobody could, by accident, kill thousands 

with the press of a single button. Now it was turning into a weakness. 

The elevator had stopped, but before the doors could open, both military robots 

unloaded into it. The concrete around the elevator was pulverized, and the steel 

doors bent into themselves from the pressure. A loud snap echoed through the 

room as the elevators started falling, but the magnets a few floors lower brought 

it to a stop. Inside the elevator shaft, the two terrorists were holding onto the 

magnet line. Their small bee peaked into the room and spotted the military bots 

and soldiers. 

The bots were outdated and plastered with security issues. It would take a few 

minutes to take them over, but they did not have the time. Z threw an EMP 

grenade to the spot where the doors had been just a minute ago. The grenade 

would not damage the bots but distract long enough for them to exit the shaft. 

The bots fired their MGs, and their camera glitched for a moment. Behind the 

elevator was a maintenance room filled with terminals. It had taken damage 

from stray bullets, and a bunch of screens were broken and laid on the ground. 

With the floor schematics on their retina, they knew where to go. 

The robots were in the small lobby area and circled the elevator. A bunch of 

soldiers had come out of cover and started searching for the intruders. The 

soldier leaning into the hallway could only finish sending a short ping before a 

bunch of bullet fragments had replaced his head. 

- 

Julio opened camera feeds outside the hospital Salim had run to. Dozens of 

ambulances and cars parking around the emergency entrance and people 

carrying their loved ones. The hospitals were overflowing, and the staff was 

running around with blood all over their clothes. It looked like there was a war 

going on inside the hospital. 

‘Hey Julio, what’s up?’ 

‘You Salim’s daughter?’ 

‘Yep, Kara. He said you had admin access for the hospital system in the city. Go 

to global settings and emergency situations. Make a check for all hospitals and 

clinics, then type this into the message box. 
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“Surge of patients across the outer city. Requesting all personal. All incoming 

patients need to get their implants removed, else they will inflict damage on 

themselves and others.” 

‘You got that?’ 

‘It’s giving me an access error.’ 

‘Same here, but my dad told me you guys are better than me at this.’ 

‘Z?’ 

‘Ay, Ay. One second. Uuuh. Somebody did not want the emergency system to be 

used today and overwrote the access configurations. Ok. Done. Hit it.’ 

‘I got the message from the hospital feed. Thanks. Gonna go back to cutting 

people together.’ 

Julio and Shana kept watching the news feed as another explosion shook the 

tower. V and Z were relaxed about it as if they were used to blowing buildings 

up. Pictures of the overflowing hospitals showed up online. Something was going 

on, but nobody knew what exactly, which made it go viral even faster.  

The monitor next to them suddenly changed its interface. Z had connected to 

Kaiser’s system. They could now see the dashboard of operation Goliath. 

Thirty-two thousand deaths and 84 casualties. “Cluster 1” was crossed out. Julio 

searched for the cluster in the server files, found the network analysis, and 

loaded the clusters and profiles onto his screen. 

 

Cluster 1 (26k nodes): High tendency to violence, active in illegal activities, 

previous criminal activity 

Cluster 2 (163k nodes): Previous criminal activity, irregularly active in illegal 

activities, relationship to nodes in cluster 1 

Cluster 3 (2154k nodes): Passive or indirect involvement in crime, relationship to 

nodes in cluster 1 or 2 

 

“These are not government profiles. These are detailed character attributes and 

tendencies. And these networks are from all the implant data. His ethics might 

be all over the place, but that is some impressive data analysis.” 
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- 

The swarm of soldiers opened fire towards the woman in the hallway but had no 

visual on the other intruder who started to flank them. The robots noticed Z first 

and began to decimate the walls around him. Although the soldiers were trained 

for such an occasion, they still reacted confused, split up, and took cover in open 

positions. Probably because their implants were making them see the woman all 

around them. Once V’s shotgun was charged, she would sidestep, aim for the 

nearest soldier, and the bullets would rip apart concrete, metal, and flesh. 

The large bots were programmed to avoid friendly fire, which they abused. They 

fired or got in cover in positions in which the robots would hit a friendly. The 

moment it took for them to reposition was enough to take out at least one 

soldier and run to the next position. 

The separation between rooms and floors quickly disappeared as more and more 

walls were destroyed by shotgun and robots. While she was getting the bots’ 

attention, he ran towards one of them. The bot had cameras all over its body, 

and Z’s overwrite would only last a few seconds, but was enough to place 

explosives near its core. Once the robot’s self-recovery program took back 

control, it made a jump backward while firing towards him with its four MGs. V’s 

smoke grenades went off, and they both turned down their body temperatures 

while their trans-clothes adjusted colors. They were practically invisible. 

The gunfire from the soldiers stopped as they had lost their target. They were 

about to regroup as the first robot exploded. It took a few soldiers and the 

concrete below with them. The remains of the robot dropped onto the floor 

below, and the screams of several soldiers filled the air. A few bullets later, they 

were quiet. The soldiers had the floor layout and the location of their team 

members in their implants, but no self-diagnosis and recovery program. 

One dot after another disappeared from the map until the last soldiers screamed 

out in panic. But before they could disappear, the remaining robot had received 

new commands. They saw the scripts that the robot just downloaded. 

‘Oh shit.’ 

If the previous destruction had not been enough, the bot brought out everything 

it could. Friendly-fire had been turned off, and its MG vaporized the soldiers and 

walls in its way. The short-range rockets on the top of the round shell body fired 

through the room and destroyed the best places to take cover in. The entire floor 

had lost its walls, and most of its interior was burning. 
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The robot stopped firing and positioned itself in the center of the large open 

space it had just created. For a moment, everything went quiet, and only the 

crackling of the fire filled the air.  

V injected several digital doubles of herself into the camera of the bot, and they 

stormed it from different directions. The first double was getting blasted with 

bullets and disappeared once the system error corrected itself. Several more 

were making moves towards the robot and distracted it, while Z stood back and 

shot out the armored cameras with the large caliber. It took several bullets to 

break only one camera, but it gave them an advantage. After taking out two of 

the eight cameras, the robot unleashed its rockets in his direction. 

He jumped away from the immediate impact, but the shockwave pushed him 

back, only to get catapulted forwards again from the next rocket. He hammered 

against a burning cabinet and slid several meters on the ground. The skin on his 

back was completely melted and exposed metallic strings and machinery on the 

inside. The skin still steamed as the trans-clothes began to grow over it. His rifle 

was broken into pieces, and several of his fingers were missing. He slowly got 

back up. 

The doubles of V were slowly overwhelming the processors of the robot, and she 

moved closer. The robot was still in position, so she would have to use an 

opening to cover the remaining distance. A split-second later, several doubles 

had reached the robot, and it tried to smack them with its legs. She started 

running. The robot was still trying to shoot with its MGs, but the accuracy 

dropped significantly as the processor was hitting its limits. She jumped over a 

broken door and slid behind the cover of a concrete wall. 

Z was back to shooting the cameras with his pistol to distract the robot. This 

time, it did not take long for it to unleash his last rockets, but Z was prepared. He 

shot the missiles while they were flying towards him and the entire floor lit up in 

fire. He hit the third rocket while it was exiting the robot, which ripped its shell 

in half and unveiled the core; an opening. 

V sprinted, then jumped several meters into the air. One of the MGs was slowly 

turning her way. She could see each bullet exiting the muzzle. Each one getting 

closer. Only a few more meters and she would be able to rip out the processing 

unit from the exposed core. Another bullet passed her. The next ripped apart her 

lower right arm. Bluntly separated from the rest of her body, it flew off into the 

fire. The next ripped a hole into her hip. The impact rotated her body, and she 
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landed with her remaining hand on the processing unit. She ripped it out as the 

robots started sprinting towards the windows. 

The windows were already cracked and broken, but when the bot ran into it, 

gave in without resistance, finally released from their suffering. V pushed herself 

off the robot, rolled over the floor, and grabbed onto the ledge of the window. 

Her hand dug into the sharp glass and kept her from slipping off. 

Hanging outside the building, she was seeing her reflection in the window before 

her. Splatters of blood were on her cheek and forehead, but none were her own. 

She could see dozens of military drones behind her. It only took a second to enter 

their network and turn them off. She looked after the military robot as it was 

moving and twitching in the air, gracefully making its way towards the park 

below. The drones that were following got smaller and smaller until they drilled 

themselves into the grass. The robot had so much forward momentum; it flew 

over the blocked off area, crashed into the edge of another high-rise building, 

then flew towards one of the highways. On the highway, it struck several self-

driving trucks and took them with it into the park below, creating a unique 

landmark. 

V averted her eyes from the park and zoomed out. The wind was quietly 

whispering in her ears while the buildings around reflected the fading light of the 

sun. It looked peaceful from up here, just another ordinary day. 

She looked up and saw the partially burned face of her friend. He smiled and 

grabbed her hand. 

‘Let’s finish this.’ 
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19 

Micros were simply the best for anything. To relax, to concentrate, and the 

chemical version made it possible to flush them out of her body at any time if 

she needed to. Kara was five hours into her shift and had a mandatory break. 

Not because she wanted to, but because all operating rooms were in use. 

She was standing on a balcony on the upper floors and looked below towards 

the entrance. The cars were blocking the sidewalk and most of the street. She 

still heard the crying and screaming, although a lot quieter up here. The granny 

stationed in the room entered. 

“Who are you? What are you doing in my room?” 

She leaned onto the railing of the balcony and did not turn around. 

“This is my spot to relax and cool down. Best place in the whole hospital.” 

The granny walked up to her. Her infusion hanging from a long metal rod 

attached to a small robot driving after her. She leaned onto the railing next to 

her and looked onto the street below them. 

“Lots of things going on today, huh? Are you my doctor?” 

“Nah. I do surgery. Just taking a break.” 

“You come to my room often?” 

“Almost every day. You know that you have Alzheimer’s, right?” 

“So, we had this talk before?” 

“Yes.” 

“How long do we know each other?” 

“Almost four months now.” 

“I wish I could remember.” 

“You do. The first few times, you called security on me. Took a whole month until 

you would talk to me, and now it already feels like we’re old friends hanging 

out.” 

The woman was twitching her fingers, and Kara began to smile. 

“You even remember our sign.” 

“What?” 
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“Today, I needed something stronger to relax, but I left you half of it.” 

Kara took out a small injection stamp filled with a green liquid and stamped it 

onto Granny’s arm. She exhaled. 

“You are an angel.” 

“Take care now. Gotta get back to work.” 

The old woman kept standing on the balcony for a while, observing the people 

below. As the evening wind was blowing colder, she went inside and tucked 

herself into bed. 

Did she know someone named Kara? The name somehow got stuck in her head. 

- 

Their hands touching the magnetic bars inside the elevator shaft sounded like 

small feet tapping over the floor. They squeezed open the elevator doors and 

entered Kaiser’s little palace. 

Kaiser was further down the hallway, past the pools with water gliding from the 

tile walls. Z walked through the knee-deep water and punched into a tile. He 

pulled out a small cable and connected himself to the servers. 

‘Now we only need the key from Kaiser’s implant.’ 

‘What does the counter say?’ 

’84 thousand.’ 

‘With so many dead, the empty space will suck in everyone only mildly 

interested. People will see an opportunity and take it. What a mess. In a few 

months, everything will be back to how it was before. No matter how much 

money Kaiser pumps into it, the people themselves have to change as well.’ 

Several plants were sitting in the water, and a luminous staircase was leading 

towards an open space. The water was flowing alongside the stairs until it 

beneath in the last one. There was a large screen flying in the air, and behind it, 

Kaiser was standing in his usual attire. The monitor flickered, and a camera 

perspective showing them entering the room appeared. 

“I have to applaud you. You have made it here after all.” 

His voice was as crisp as he was standing right next to them. The room was not 

just any room. It was a materializer, many versions ahead of the one Oljac had. 
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Hundreds of objects could be printed in real-time in this one. Impressive 

technology, but in its current state, merely entertainment for the mega-rich. 

“Alby, your greatest efforts, you did not manage to stop me. My plan succeeded, 

and my vision will come to life. If you don’t mind, tell me who you are and who 

you are working for. You won’t see me again either way afterward.” 

V deeply exhaled and was completely relaxed. 

“You were just like your father after all.” 

Kaiser was silent for a moment, then laughed out as she stood before him. 

“Well, I guess it fucking looks like it.” 

Kaiser got up and padded her on the shoulder. 

“A crazy billionaire orchestrating a genocide for money he would never be able 

to spend. Power over the government and every market in the world. Sounds 

like some ego complex. I did not keep that money. Money was never the goal. I 

did not destroy ELIM and kill all those people so I would be rich with DELPHI. That 

sounds more like something my father would do.” 

“Then why move from ELIM to DELPHI? Why kill all those people with ELIM 

implants?” 

“ELIM had internal problems since the 5.0 update. They were getting greedy, lazy 

and nothing I said changed it. The implants advertised to change the world were 

now costing people their yearly salary and would only get them a cheap 

replacement for their phone. Social media and entertainment poisoned the 

entire eco-system. Nobody cared about the people. I understood once I got hold 

of their off-shore transactions. They could easily develop an infrastructure for 

the entire knowledge economy. In a week at home, people could have learned 

what would have taken months or years otherwise. ELIM knew who they would 

compete with and made deals with companies and governments instead. In the 

end, almost half of their profits came from entities too scared to adapt to the 

changing future. The whole company was rotten to the core.” 

“What about the exploit in the ELIM hardware?” 

“Exploit? That shit had been there even before the 5.0 update. It wasn’t an 

exploit; it was cheap and low-quality manufacturing. They could have swapped 

materials years ago and averted any kind of malfunction in the first place. This 

was bound to happen pretty soon anyway. The new marketplace update would 

have overloaded most old models.” 
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“But they would not have exploded.” 

“You got to give people a little bit of show, eh? In the end, fear still sells the 

best.” 

“Then why not kill the criminals with 1B? Why so many others?” 

“There was no proper data on actual crime. Police reports and government files 

are not reliable, and I could not get the data from the ELIM models. Everyone 

had to switch to DELPHI. I am not saying it was good or right, but there was no 

other way.” 

“And then the same show at DELPHI. For what? Making the world a better place? 

Kill all criminals and crime will go away? Invest a few trillion and poverty stops 

to exist?” 

“It’s a fucking start. Don’t stand here and pretend like I’m what’s wrong with this 

world.” 

“The criminals you killed will get replaced. The money won’t make people rich. 

You threw a stone into a pond. It will make ripples to all sides, but it won’t create 

a tsunami.” 

“What makes you think that those ripples won’t be the start of something 

bigger?” 

“Then what was your plan after this? Will you suicide anyone doing crime in the 

future? How do you plan to change a system that you just turned into an 

authoritarian gulag? All the people you killed are the reason this system still 

exists. This system is built on debt. If the poor die, the rich lose. All their assets 

are double and triple secured by bonds bound to some poor soul who can’t 

afford to pay back their debt.” 

“Now you make it sound like this system is doomed in the first place. Why not 

burn it all down? Is that your solution? How is that any better than what I did.” 

“There is always an opportunity for change. You just didn’t see it. You took the 

easiest way, like a coward. You used money and technology to bend everything 

to your will. Turned it into a heaven for yourself and a hell for others. You were 

so close to making an actual positive change.” 

She kicked his knee, and he dropped to the ground. A pistol materialized in her 

hand. Elias tried to overwrite her access, but he was already locked out of the 

system. 
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“Imagine, just for a moment, everything you love vanishing before your eyes: 

Your mother, father, daughter, son, cutting their wrists open in front of you, 

jumping out of the window, launching themselves into traffic. You run in panic 

to the nearest hospital with them on your arms. Blood flowing over you. Once 

you arrive, dozens like you are already there. The doctors are working nonstop, 

but there are still too many ahead of you. Your love dies in your arms. On the 

way to the hospital, in the emergency room, on the way to the operation. A part 

of you dies with it, and another part emerges. It takes over the space left behind: 

grief, sorrow, sadness, anger. 

What do you think you have created in that person? Someone willing to change 

the world in a positive way? Someone willing to help out in the community and 

care for others? You have created way more of what you tried to destroy. It will 

live on, accumulate, grow, and one day tip over. The cycle will start anew. Sure, 

you might be able to change the world by then, but not the people living within.” 

She aimed the gun at his head while looking into his eyes. 

“Who hired you? Why do all of this?” 

“You hired us.” 

His eyes opened up, and a glimpse of clarity came onto his face. 

“Sam? Dan?” 

They both did not show any reaction, but that was already enough. 

“How? He killed you. I saw it.” 

“Body backups. You should have given the psycho a better backstory and killed 

him with us instead of wasting millions on Hagger.” 

“The guy could have sabotaged the whole project if someone else would have 

found the code in his head. You knew about my involvement and knew too much 

about me. How did you manage to get body backups? The tech is still in its 

infancy.” 

She did not answer him. It was the only invention they would never share any 

details about. 

“Oh, well. I was never really fond of killing you in the first place.” 

She shrugged her shoulders. 
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“It’s business. We expected it at some point anyway. If you stay alive for too long 

in our line of work, someone will turn on you at some point.” 

Kaiser was still lying on the ground, but the atmosphere around them had 

changed. The tension had vanished. The fight was long over. 

“What’s next? You’re sure you’re not going to kill me?” 

“We will hand you over to the police. They already have all the evidence, so don’t 

even think about getting out of this. Just accept it.” 

“The way you two think makes me excited about the future.” 

She raised an eyebrow. 

“Maybe I’ve managed to start something truly remarkable in a way I did not 

anticipate, no matter what you think about it. I will watch and observe, and you 

will shape the future.” 

Under his pain, he smiled. Several transactions and contracts were sent out, and 

V and Z received ownership of his entire portfolio. 

“If I get arrested, the government takes everything. Would be a shame to let it 

go to waste.” 

The wall of the materializer opened up, and a small copter flew into the room. 

“This does not redeem anything you did.” 

“I know.” 

He crawled into the copter, and its glass door closed. He looked after them until 

the materializer closed the wall of the building again. The floors below were 

utterly decimated, and the fire was rapidly making its way up rapidly. There was 

no other copter in the building, and the military would nuke the entire place if 

they had to. Maybe they never planned to leave. 

- 

‘You have to get out of there quickly. I already dispatched a drone to pick you up 

on the roof.’ 

‘We are not getting out of here Julio. Have you forgotten about the bodies lying 

in the pods behind you?’ 

‘But you are still alive.’ 
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‘These bodies are busted, but send the drone anyway. There is something we 

don’t want to lose again.’ 

‘When are you guys swapping? Why are you not in your new bodies yet?’ 

‘Relax kid. Let us have our fun. We got Kaiser and you stopped Goliath. Get 

yourself some micro from the fridge and relax.’ 

‘You guys are crazy.’ 

- 

‘Kara.’ 

‘I’m in the middle of something, you know?’ 

An overweight middle-aged woman had jumped into an oncoming freight train 

and was now lying before her. The train had cut her body in half just below her 

belly. Kara had no idea how they had managed to get the woman into the 

hospital and how she had been alive and conscious the entire time. After they 

had removed the woman’s implant and connected her to stabilizing devices, she 

started to babble about her friends and family. 

Four robots and Kara were simultaneously reconnecting intestines, organs, and 

arteries. Synthetical organs would have been appropriate in this case, but the 

insurance would not cover it. The woman laughed out whenever Kara had to 

forcefully move the organs around, and her whole body would start to wobble 

uncontrollably. 

‘Why are you contacting me over the internal network dad? You know that’s 

illegal, right?’ 

‘It is over.’ 

‘What is over?’ 

‘The suicides.’ 

‘Does not look over to me. I still have dozens lining up for me in the ER.’ 

‘You no longer need to remove the implants.’ 

‘You sure about that? Those people won’t freak out again tomorrow?’ 

‘No. Let me take you out for dinner once you are free.’ 

‘Sure, at your place? Or are you bringing stuff over?’ 
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‘No, I meant a proper dinner. There are some people I want you to meet.’ 

- 

The drone flew through the smoke of the building and joined the others on their 

delivery routes. Several helicopters were cycling around the area. Only two 

terrorists were left in the building, and the police were trying to get through to 

them on every network and frequency. 

The owner of the building had just arrived at a nearby police station. He did not 

want the police to intervene, but at the same time, was arrested for dozens of 

crimes, including money laundering, political espionage, mass-murder, and 

breaking dozens of privacy laws. The streets around were blocked off by the 

military, alongside the park in which a sizeable military robot and two trucks 

were being deconstructed. It was a weird day for both the inner and outer city. 

Standing naked aside each other, they could see the damage their bodies had 

taken. The missing arm and hole above her hip, in which elastic materials were 

stretching and bending from her movement. Small cuts all over her skin from 

sliding over the ground and concrete particles scratching over it. He was only 

missing a few fingers, but his back was completely exposed. The skin was missing 

alongside large parts of the synthetic muscles. The small patches of skin left had 

melted and deformed itself. They strafed over each other's skin, wrinkled from 

cuts and impacts. 

The fire was creeping up the building and reached the materializer. The white 

floor was getting warmer by the minute. 

It felt like an eternity since they had met in person. None of them had expected 

one casual meetup to develop into a lifelong relationship. V pulled out a small 

cable from her shoulder and connected it on his. A direct connection. Full 

sensory transfer. He sensed the missing inputs from her arm and the space on 

her hip. She noticed how strange it felt with half of the shoulder muscles gone. 

She put her hand on his chest and felt the pressure on his skin. The warmth of 

their hands moved as electric impulses through their chest into their brains. They 

could feel each other’s heartbeat: the energy core humming in their chest. It was 

a constant, relaxing humming, a cat purring in their ears. She moved her hand 

slowly down his chest along his hips and butts. She grabbed tight and pulled him 

closer. Their bodies touched and he got hard. He moved his hands over her 

shoulders, along her blades, down her spine. He rotated his fingers around the 

hole above her hips. It felt strangely arousing. Her hand moved over the burned 
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skin up to his neck. She gripped the edge of the skin. Their foreheads touched, 

and both closed their eyes. The fire had reached the entrance of the room and 

had already moved onto the floors above them. It was getting hot as the walls 

were covered in flames. 

The scenario aroused her more than his dick throbbing over her clit. She bit into 

his lips. He took her by her hips and pushed her onto the ground. He laid on her 

while she continued to chew on his lips and tongue. He moved over her waist 

and grabbed her belly. She let go of his neck and searched for his dick. He moved 

his lips over her neck and below her ears. She put him in slowly. It was a 

pleasurable pain, and she moaned silently as he moved his hips. More liquid 

filled up inside her and the pain vanished. She scratched over his back and tore 

up skin while their tongues entangled. 

The fire was spreading towards them, and their movements accelerated. He 

lifted her into the air while pounding away. The slapping turned into a splashing 

as she bit into his shoulder. She pushed him back and rode on top. Their hips 

moved in rhythm while the fire crawled up their hands. He embraced her with 

both hands and they inhaled the fire. His hips raised above ground as they 

sprinted to the finish. The sizzling around them overshadowed the slashing and 

the scream as he came inside her. Fluids filled her up and made her cum 

instantly. He moaned, and she screamed up as she tilted herself back, him 

making another deep thrust. Eyes and mouths opened; they were melting in 

flames. 

Time stood still when they overloaded their cores. The chemical reaction 

pulverized everything around it. Their chest vaporized in a circle around the core 

and continued with the rest of their bodies. They vanished in a cloud of heat and 

accelerating photons that ripped apart the materials around them. The room 

disappeared, then the floor and several ones below and above. 

The helicopters cycling around the building were hit first by the shockwave and 

nearly crashed into nearby buildings. Glass shattered all around and covered the 

air in glitter. The burning floors above the explosion had lost their support and 

smashed, wiggled, then slid off and diagonally fell towards the ground. The 

gigantic chunk of metal burst onto the street and into another building. In the 

news, it looks like a failed demolition. Debris were blown through the air into 

surrounding buildings, and smoke covered the streets. The sudden swell of noise 

ebbed and was replaced by absolute silence. 

- 
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‘Look at those two. Aren’t they cute?’ 

Julio and Shana were sleeping on one of the beds in the hideout, Shana laying on 

Julio’s chest. V and Z were wearing comfy baggy pants and hoodies. Julio opened 

his eyes and looked at them half asleep. 

“How long have you guys been standing there?” 

“Long enough. You two look cute together. I guess you took the micro?” 

“That was some party drug mix, wasn’t it?” 

“The best of the best.” 

“Why do you guys have that stuff lying around here? Don’t you have anything 

legal?” 

Shana was starting to move onto Julio’s shoulder. V and Z put their hands over 

their mouths and slowly walked out of the room. Shana was smiling towards 

Julio, then fell back asleep. 
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20 

“And you think it will work this time?” 

“It has to.” 

Julio was confidently sitting on the medical chair. V and Z were standing before 

him while Shana monitored his health and brain activity. 

The first few tries had resulted in small electric shocks, to the concern of Shana 

and amusement of V and Z. After several attempts, they finally had a 

breakthrough. With a thin latex helmet, they remapped his brain activity while 

an AI auto-adjusted the parameters. 

Z took the small planter from the table and dropped the implant into the slot. 

Julio nodded, and the planter cut open the skin with a thin lazer. The cut was 

barely visible until the skin flap opened and made space for the implant to slide 

in. It only took a few seconds, and the procedure felt like someone touching your 

skin, not cutting it open. 

The second wave on Shana’s screen had quickly synchronized with the first, and 

both were now swinging harmoniously. 

Julio activated the program on his interface. It was a basic stimulant that worked 

similarly to how DELPHI implants had worked, but instead of focusing on evoking 

strong negative emotions, it was triggering and stimulating positive ones. 

Programmed not to go overboard or into extreme territories, but work like a 

micro and give a small boost of emotions. Julio dialed up the intensity, and his 

brain activity changed. 

“Seems to work. How do you feel?” 

It was as if he was letting go of unnecessary thoughts in his mind. As if the fog 

before him was slowly clearing up. V stood before him and zoomed in with her 

eyes. His body was behaving completely normal. His facial structures, pores, and 

temperature showed no signs of illness or discomfort. 

“Let’s see what we can juice out of you.” 

The five sliders they had developed reconstructed the brain when amused, 

excited, satisfied, surprised, and relieved. The different mixtures of those were 

the presets they were building into the implants. One preset for learning, in 

which the person was exciting and surprised about the topic while triggering 

satisfaction and amusement during the learning process. Another preset for 

demanding physical work, in which relief was the primary emotion and made it 
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more relaxing and enjoyable. They were working on a couple more to get 

released with the first generation. 

After a few hours, Julio was fully exhausted from the intensity of the different 

emotional states. By using specific hardware parts for the implant, the intensity 

was capped way below the level of a strong psychoactive. Enough to get people 

slightly high, but not enough to make them lose control. They would not release 

something more powerful in their first generation, if at all. The brain was building 

a resistance to the presets anyway; the more intense, the more resistance over 

the next days. They adjusted the presets accordingly and brought them to a level 

at which resistance was barely kicking in. This way, the presets could stay active 

for half a day and be used again just as strong the next. 

The world did not know about Project Goliath, nor what Kaiser had done. Elias 

Kaiser was a businessman that had stepped away from his empire and vanished 

into the privacy of his own life. It was in the government's interest to not share 

what he had done; else they would expose their involvement. They destroyed all 

the evidence that linked to Kaiser and locked him in a cell. Instead of getting 

killed by the government in fear of him plotting against them, he was in the 

government’s hands and kept in isolation. The more time passed, the less of a 

threat he became. 

As tempting as it was to leak everything, it would create more problems than 

resolutions. While Goliath was killing thousands in the outer city, the focus had 

been on the terrorists in the inner. Even months later, most remembered the 

building collapsing, not the strange suicides. 

Once it had gotten around that the people who committed suicide were 

criminals, people were relieved. As if some higher power had cleansed the 

streets and rid them of their impurities. Violent crime dipped noticeably, but 

money-laundering, smuggling, and illegal distribution of wares and services 

stayed the same. The market for drugs, implants, and augmentations had not 

vanished after all. 

- 

“Kaiser’s companies will be our testbed; we are not taking a cent from them.” 

V was leaning against the cabinet, Z and Julio were relaxing on the small couch 

in the back. Shana was spending time with her family and would come back as 

soon as they had finished planning. 
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“I still have contact with a few people working in manufacturing that visited my 

shop. Their production sites are completely automated, so there won’t be 

anyone we have to hire.” 

“We also won’t need any shops but can distribute everything online. Inserting 

implants is covered by almost all insurances, so we won’t have a problem on that 

end either.” 

“What about government approval? Don’t they need to get safety tested first?” 

“Not after Kaiser policies. Implants need to get audited at least once every six 

months, but not before the first distribution. What worked for DELPHI will also 

work for us.” 

“What are you going to do with DELPHI anyway? You guys literally own the 

company.” 

“We’ll let it sit on autopilot. Wouldn’t be much fun if we gave ourselves an 

advantage.” 

“And what about all the other companies from Kaiser?” 

“We have some ideas.” 

- 

She was tired out by her colleagues. They were always complaining about their 

job, and although they were supposed to make hers easier, they made it 

mentally infuriating. It was not the first time this had happened. She had 

switched places every half year because of it. The atmosphere was friendly 

initially, and people were warm and welcoming until they dropped the charade, 

and their true selves came to shine. She did not mind if her colleagues were toxic 

apes, as long as they stayed away from her. But her appearance and reputation 

made them do the opposite. 

After a few weeks, she always had at least ape scheduling their work around 

hers. Either to gossip, to learn from her, or to gain reputation by being around 

her. The robots she was working with were more accommodating than most of 

her colleagues. There were some exceptions, but they were drowned out by the 

noise and often bullied until they quit their job. She had never expected to work 

in such a toxic environment, but it helped her focus on her work and patients. 

Several times she stood up against the chimps dressed in white, but it never 

lasted. A few days, they would stay quiet, but then slowly wind up back to 

baseline. Sometimes she could understand them. Working shit hours for shit pay 
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while being treated like shit from patients and bosses had to leave their marks. 

They needed to get rid of their negative energy somehow, but most just shoveled 

it onto the next person. 

It was already dark when she left the hospital. It was time to switch places again. 

The nurses in trauma were turning her shifts into nightmares. They would not 

clean the operating tables, not sedate the patients, or take her supplies without 

giving them back or restocking them. She would waste time on those small things 

during which she could not save lives. 

Her black coat was way too long and went all the way down to the pavement. It 

was hitting it every time she had to walk stairs, and the fabric had already given 

up. The navigation took her to a bus stop. It started raining. The three minutes 

until the electric bus arrived were enough to make her wet down to her skin. The 

bus scanned her retina and checked for her ticket. As an employee of the 

hospital, she had a quota of free rides every month, which had been reduced 

again without her knowledge. She sighed as she bought a ticket. 

The bus had a transparent ceiling at which an army of raindrops was hammering 

against. A few stops passed without anyone getting on the empty bus. Tonight, 

no lost soul was out in the rain. She was all by herself. 

As she got off the bus, an old fella got on. He greeted her with his hat, and she 

smiled at him with her metallic jaw. Usually, people would give her a weird look, 

but this one either did not care or his eyes were already too bad to see clearly in 

the darkness of the night. The bus took off and whirred away while she made her 

way to the address. The rain splashing on the streets and into puddles around 

her were the only sound tonight. It was relaxing, but she was freezing. 

The meeting with her father was leading her into a small street and down a long 

set of stairs. The streetlights got dimmer. Was this the place he wanted to meet 

her? He must have had some twisted kind of humor suggesting this place. It was 

a small restaurant right next to a butcher shop. Both buildings stood out, 

completely redesigned. Light was coming through the windows, and she smelled 

chicken soup through the slit of the door. She was almost an hour late. 
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21 

With loud steps, the giant walked down the hallway. His face was scanned by the 

camera, and he submitted the passkey. The doors opened and bright light from 

the garden radiated towards him. There were trees and bushes alongside the 

fresh and fluffy grass he walked on. Above, a wall of clouds partially covered the 

sun. He knew that he had entered a materializer, and the sky was not real, but 

he could not make out the difference. His hands touched the leaves and flowers, 

and they greeted him, extending and contracting as they made contact, a light 

breeze flowing through them and over his face. The illusion had become reality. 

The technology far beyond what anybody had imagined. The small room he was 

in transformed itself with every step he took and printed new objects and 

surfaces in real-time. He could do anything and be anywhere inside here. 

The forest seemed to stretch out indefinitely, and the white doors behind him 

had disappeared. It was amazement he had not felt in a while. Along the small 

stream, a lake formed at which several humans were fishing. They did not seem 

to mind him, but one woman leaning against a tree stump seemed to read his 

thoughts. 

“If you can’t tell if it’s real, is the question still relevant? What makes something 

more real, something more authentic? The world in here and the one outside 

both feel, smell, and sound real. But here, you are not bound to one single 

reality, one single life. The universe and everything beyond yours to explore. You 

set the rules.” 

He streamed his thoughts into the room, and with a sudden wave, the world 

transformed. Sun replaced by the moon; the lake frozen. Shivers went down his 

back as his breath formed before him; snow dropped on his head. The woman 

was rubbing her shoulders and smiled at him with an unimpressed look. 

Waves were flushing away the world before him. Red sand filling the air and 

orange gravel became solid below his feet. White metallic cubicles popped out 

of the ground, and a large rover drove by. The woman was wearing a spacesuit 

and jumped over his head. 

“Don’t be shy. You can overwrite everything. Everything.” 

He closed his eyes and colors filled the space. They were reflecting and moving 

through crystals as he was flying through them. New colors and shapes of all 

forms appeared and separated themselves into tiny fractals moving through his 

body. Her face appeared in one of them. It was stretched out and divided itself 
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into several shapes. One of her eyes appeared. It expanded as he moved towards 

it, and the green pupil grew bigger and bigger until all the lines inside extended 

to large canyons. Fountains of plasma erupted from the liquid of colors. He flew 

up towards the stars until they became a vortex of light. The view widened, and 

galaxies unraveled before him. Millions of stars in cloud formation, moving 

together bound by their gravitational fields. He stopped moving and made 

everything around him move instead. 

Another galaxy flew passed him and towards the one he was observing. Their 

fields merged, and the two clouds swirled around, directing millions of stars onto 

a different course. A flash of light appeared as two stars collided in its center. 

Another flash right after. Three suns had collided and unleashed an 

unfathomable amount of energy. Their plasma was spurting into space, cooled 

down, and created thousands of planets and structures traversing into all 

directions. 

The gravity was so strong; they stuck together while still erupting. He followed 

the newly born mega-sun as it was heading out into the distance. They passed 

the earth. Its surface became hotter until the large oceans vaporized, and 

grasslands and forests started to burn and turn to ash. Once the atmosphere was 

depleted, the planet melted. Its surface turned from solid to liquid, and canyons 

of lava were flowing from mountains over the rest of the planet. As the sun took 

off into the distance, the planet cooled down, but the crust was tearing itself 

apart and immense cliffs formed. 

Something caught his attention. A galaxy swirling around a singular object, barely 

visible. Planets around it slowed down and began stretching themselves until 

they disappeared in the dark. The event horizon was so radiant; he first assumed 

it to be a star formation. 

He knew what to do and approached it. While everything before him moved slow 

and at an observable pace, the planets accelerated the moment he passed them 

and sped up into a blur. He saw his head before him, alongside his legs and the 

rest of his body. They all blended into each other from every possible 

perspective. Then it all vanished. 

White was fading into his eyes, and the milky view became sharper. His body was 

gone, although he still felt it. Warmth flew through him. A voice appeared in his 

head, then the body of a young girl appeared. 

“It is nice to see you again. We wondered when you would show up.” 
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The young girl took his hand and guided him towards the small garden he had 

started at. There was no movement or tension that he felt as he walked with the 

girl, only awareness of everything around him. 

He recognized the woman the moment she came into sight. She still had the 

same body after all these years. Dressed in a white robe, she held out her hand, 

and an apple tree bowed towards her. She picked an apple hanging from its 

branch with both her hands. She gently pulled the apple, and it separated into 

two. She turned around and gave him one. 

The girl had run off and jumped around the trees as he swallowed the apple in 

one bite. V’s apple transformed and became a cherry. She took a bite, and 

halfway through, it turned into a peach. She seemed amused and satisfied with 

the mixture of the fruits. 

Z was behind the trees with the young girl on his hand, and the child’s body 

turned into a penguin. The kid was happily waddling off. 

“Instead of simulating environments, the entire room becomes the simulation.” 

“We don’t call it a simulation. This is as real as everything else.” 

Z smiled at him as the penguin girl transformed into a cat. Oljac sat down on the 

comfy grass, and the cat jumped on him, wanting to get petted. 

“You remember Elias Kaiser? He was released earlier today.” 

“We know. He is on his way to us right now and will ask for a job.” 

It was the first in a long time that somebody knew more than him. What he felt 

to be a necessary reason to visit had turned into something mundane. 

“I feel like I’m getting old.” 

Z let out a loud laugh. V stayed sarcastic, but a humble smile appeared on her 

face. 

“The old man has to learn some new tricks. You were a rare specimen, but now 

you are turning into a fossil. Even your systems haven’t been reworked in years. 

Living forever should not stop you from exploring what the world has to offer.” 

“I’m curious how you two feel about him.” 

“He is not some horrible monster if that is what you are asking. He did bad things 

but ultimately had good intentions. The world has changed and moved on. The 

problems from then are already forgotten.” 
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“What are you going to do with him?” 

“Kaiser is a smart guy. His skills are still useful in this world. He should fit well 

into the network.” 

The network was a collective that connected companies around the world. All 

structures, product cycles, profit margins, and wages were completely 

transparent and visible online. Every production site was connected to 

distributors and buyers via the network.  

While it would have been easy to turn the network into a closed market that 

they could control, their incentive was not making the most money, but to keep 

the prices as low as possible while having products available around the world. 

Essentially, they were the only middleman between distributors and buyers and 

were not working for profit. Because the network scaled globally and connected 

every step in the process, prices were extraordinarily low. 

Businesses were evaluated through the network. If one company was making a 

loss on one side of the planet, it was insured by the ones on the other side. If the 

business brought value to customers and had a positive impact, lifting people 

out of poverty or improving their lives in some other way, it would stay open. 

Money was not the sole reason to survive anymore. It also indirectly influenced 

the governmental debt system. As implants, wares, and services got cheaper, 

people accumulated less debt in the early years of their lives. It was still not 

perfect, and the progress slow, but already a lot better than it had been. 

V and Z had established the network with Kaiser’s old companies. It was a bold 

move, but because the companies were already massive, it was easy to get many 

more to join. Establishing the network while competing with a system focused 

on exploiting law and labor was an enormous task. Kaiser’s money was burned 

in only a few years. Most politicians and companies did not want to adapt to the 

new paradigm, where monetary profit was getting less important than the 

wellbeing of all. They blocked most policies but passed enough for the system to 

take roots. 

Once the money ran out, they had to salvage the companies. It gave them a few 

more years till the first ones were declared bankrupt. After a wave of companies 

went broke, it triggered the societal shift they had waited for. People became 

aware of how important the network had become and what they would get 

otherwise. Protest all over the world brought new policies in favor of the 

network and against companies exploiting the system for profit. 
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The network grew, and thanks to its transparency and openness to changes, it 

stayed alive through many small and big crises. 

V and Z still owned the network but had just as much control over it than anyone 

else. By now, they were only consultants, and their main focus was not the 

network anymore. The implants they had built with Julio and the tech that 

surpassed it was their passion. Especially materializers. 

“That was all I came here for, and I’ve been given a lot more in return. May we 

see each other again once the fossil rejuvenates itself.” 

They smiled, nodded, and disappeared into nothingness. The cat he had been 

petting meowed a few times to make him follow her to the exit. She waved him 

goodbye with her tail. 

- 

The yellow liquid arranged itself in a pattern throughout the form. Small nodes 

were connected themselves by a tiny thread. Julio took out one implant that had 

cooled down, put it onto a wireless pad, and booted it up. 

It was the newest generation they were working on. The liquid inside was the 

miracle they had created. It carried millions of small chips, barely visible by the 

natural eye. The liquid acted as a carrier of information and distributer of energy. 

The chips worked together as a network and were magnitudes more powerful 

than the previous generations. 

With the new grid update that increased the bandwidth dramatically throughout 

the city, the chips could load VR environments and change the look of the entire 

city. Want to blur out all the skyscrapers or replace them with gigantic trees? 

Replace humans with custom avatars? Filter out people or noise around you? 

See the subway lines driving through the tunnels below? Turn your shitty one-

room apartment into a treehouse above the city? There were no limitations, and 

the digital marketplace that was launching alongside was making it possible for 

millions of developers to share their modifications with the community. 

Everyone was now able to build their virtual reality on top of the real one.  

The most popular third-party mods were bought out by the company and 

became free. The cut they took from all transactions on the marketplace was 

invested back into it by buying, testing, and auditing mods. 

The addition of micro enhancers many years ago was extremely successful, but 

the improvements afterward stayed small and barely pushed the needle 
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forward. There were even some issues down the line with manufacturers and 

distributors who were getting sloppy. They had to focus months of development 

time on establishing a new supply chain to ensure its quality. 

While the technology for the ones on the forefront seemed stagnant, silently, 

billions of lives were improved around the world. Just as phones decades ago 

gave access to worldwide knowledge and connected people to a global society, 

the implants brought people even closer. 

Shana entered the lab, and as she saw Julio smiling, she immediately knew and 

got excited. They took the batch of implants and took them to the testing rooms, 

which would get occupied by humans that more or less looked like cyborgs. 

The first thing Shana did when she started to work with Julio was to build her 

sister a modified implant. Z helped testing it on her sister until it correctly 

worked. It was not much work for him, but for Shana and her sister, it meant the 

world. Her sister was finally able to communicate with basic expressions and 

share images and videos. 

Her parents were more than proud, and whenever Z visited them to update or 

calibrate the implant, they broke out in tears and treated him like a long-lost son. 

He always felt slightly uncomfortable, but it did not stop him from visiting. 

Although they had a big breakthrough today, Shana noticed that something else 

was occupying Julio’s mind. 

“How do you feel about him now that he is coming back?” 

“I am disappointed more than anything else. The guy had every possibility but 

decided to kill people for his ideal world.” 

“What would you have done in his place?” 

“Can’t say. I would not have killed my parents though.” 

“What will you do if he starts working with us?” 

“Talk.” 

“Talk?” 

“I want to see him for myself. Get an understanding of the guy. He can’t bring 

my family back, but maybe he can help someone else’s.” 

- 
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For Kaiser, the years had been a calm and quiet time. A change he had embraced. 

Freedom from distractions and responsibility was a blessing. 

He would wake up by the artificial light that signaled the rise of the sun, then 

occupy himself with stretching, workout, shower, breakfast. He spent the time 

till noon reading and meditating. Once the news was broadcasted in the evening, 

he got all ears and absorbed as much as he could. 

A fresh set of clothes was ready for him every morning. It was pushed through a 

small tray on the wall. It was also the place where his food came from. It was all 

automated. No human contact in all those years. How efficient. 

No letter had arrived. Not from his lawyer nor anyone else. It was as if he had 

died. The news only mentioned his name because he owned the building that 

had been destroyed. 

Sam and Dan were very blunt with their ideas. They steam-rolled entire 

industries and caused disruption around the world. What most were only talking 

about, they implemented on full scale. It was a beautiful way to see his empire 

collapse. They were carving the path forward, and others would follow. At least 

he could witness it. 

The day of his departure came unexpected. When he woke up, there was a letter 

on the table he had to sign. Several NDAs and the information that his implant 

would be monitored 24/7. If they had any reason to believe he was doing 

something they did not want, they would take him back in. He received a new ID 

and was dropped off at the place he once got arrested. A few people looked at 

him as he was pushed out of the car. He looked like a mix of businessman and 

homeless man with his long beard and greyed out suit. 

He searched the skyline for the building he had once owned, but it was no more. 

Instead, two tall buildings with a double helix spiraling between them were in its 

place. As he approached, the plaza around it became a platform under which the 

helix continued for many more floors. The floor was replaced by glass and 

supported by long sculptures coming out of the ground. Modern architecture 

sure was impressive. 

Inside the helix, he walked towards the beige entrance. It was an empty room. 

No humans, no doors. He strafed around until he stopped before the rectangular 

monument in the middle of the room. 

“I’m Elias Kaiser. It’s been a while. I’m not dead yet, so I can still be useful.” 
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Was he expecting an answer? He was looking around for anything his eyes could 

focus on. Was this it? Had the world moved on? Had he become replaceable? 

A click went through the room as a door opened inside the monument. A bright 

light was filling the space inside. 
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22 

“This was the third junkie today; I hope you got something better for me next, 

else I’ll take a break.” 

Kara was leaning back in the large leather couch. Her black VR helmet was 

pulsating light through the room. She was naked, except for her comfy panties. 

It was the middle of the day, but her blinders were still set to dark mode. The 

neon lights from the computers behind her covered the messy apartment in a 

gloomy vibe. Since she had received one of the new implants, she had been using 

it non-stop. There was no time to clean up. She was more addicted to it than 

when a new update dropped; weeks of non-stop work and experimentation. 

She never bothered to cover her implants with synthetic skin or make them fit 

her skin tone. She was confident in wearing them. All of her implants were silver 

metallic: her arms, jaw, parts of her chest below her breasts, and parts of her 

hips. Her joints and ankles were implants as well, but besides the tiny scars 

around the skin not visible. Like many women at her age, she had gotten her 

uterus replaced. She could not stand being sick for a couple of days every month. 

It irritated her and felt like an excessive monthly beating. If she wanted some 

kids, a lab version from her genes could turn her into father and mother of her 

own genetic copy. It sounded creepy and bizarre, but so was the notion of 

regularly giving birth to a bowl of blood. 

Z had not given her any information about the implants and only casually 

mentioned that it was the latest they were working on. Besides the absurd 

increase in bandwidth and computational power, the sex was amazing. Even 

better than a direct connection with the old ones. She had tested it intensively 

with V and Z, and they were delighted with the result. 

Salim received his implants a day after her, and their business took off. Together 

they had been working on a virtual implementation of an emergency unit. Why 

have doctors working in hospitals exposed to diseases and infections, when they 

could do their job just as well, if not better in VR. 

They had taken all the robots currently in use in hospitals and merged them into 

one monster. The base idea was solid, but it took almost two years from the 

prototype to a proper version that could be used. 

When she took several of them to work and her productivity tripled, she was 

seen as a threat and quickly removed from her position. After talking to the 

whole gang, Julio had an idea that sounded plausible. They founded their own 
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emergency response unit. Kara, Salim, and the few others supporting the idea 

were all verified medical professionals, which got them green-lit by the 

government quickly. 

Their business model was simple; instead of an ambulance being able to only 

provide basic first aid and bring patients into hospitals, they had fully equipped 

drone ships stationed on helicopter pads across the city. Once they would get an 

emergency call, the drone ship would dive like a hawk towards the site of the 

incident. They had two robots aboard with a fully equipped surgery room. Once 

at the site, they could immediately operate. All robots were controlled by one 

single doctor, besides an AI which was offloading smaller tasks. 

Insurance companies immediately saw the benefits and got aboard. It would cost 

more money up front but saved enormously in the long run. In most cases, the 

patient was operated right next to his house and could get back home straight 

after. There were no hospital and staff costs, and the patients had a way higher 

rate of recovery. The eleven minutes Kara and her teams started operating 

earlier made all the difference. 

Legally, they were occupying a grey zone with hospitals lobbying against them. 

It’s understandable, as they completely flipped the business model and made 

hospitals in their current form obsolete. Politicians stayed silent as they did not 

want to get their head chopped off from hospitals or insurances. Hospitals 

updated their contracts to lock in their doctors, but with the new implants, they 

would receive the final blow they hoped would never come. 

Usually, she would control two drone ships at any time, but since she had the 

new implant, she was controlling up to six. She needed breaks more often, but 

the success rate of her operations stayed the same. Salim was managing the 

incoming emergencies in a control center with a few other old fellas who had 

worked in air traffic control before an AI had taken their place many years ago. 

They were still as sharp as ever, even if they could barely walk. She had to giggle 

every time she visited. It looked like a bunch of grannies had escaped the elderly 

home to go back to work. 

Kara was finishing up her shift. A child with a broken leg, an old lady with a heart 

attack, and two gang members who got shot, but still had enough time to 

upgrade their insurance. 

She took the helmet off and yawned. She looked like a zombie. The blinders got 

more transparent and made her eyes sore. She looked at the mess that was her 

apartment as she carefully slurped the cold tea she had made hours ago. 
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“Fuck.” 

She put the mug aside and stretched her back. It was time to clean up. She did 

not know which clothes were still clean and which not, so she stuffed everything 

into the washing machine, then sorted the trash. Still in her undies, she opened 

the apartment door, then the window in the hallway. Below the window, the 

trash containers were positioned. She aimed and dropped the trash bags into 

the correct ones. It was a feeling of accomplishment every time she dunked them 

perfectly. A young girl walking with her grandma suddenly stopped on the street 

below. The girl had watched Kara and was now staring at her boobs. As her 

grandma saw the weird woman, which she assumed to be a prostitute, she 

covered the girl’s eyes and pulled her away. She made a grumpy look, but Kara 

could not hold herself and had to laugh. She could not fault the grandma for 

protecting her grandchild from this weird looking woman. 

With more public exposure through social media and several live broadcasts, 

people changed their insurance and more doctors joined. Companies turned it 

into a PR stunt and rented them landing pads for free. 

Hospitals and medical professionals started to openly criticize them for taking 

their jobs, but they did not anticipate the public backlash. Even the politicians 

who once had blocked proposals for her company had to recognize the 

advantages of her service. 

Their company was indeed replacing many jobs, but they were saving lives and 

millions of Eurodollars in the process. She could only think of all the nurses she 

had encountered while she worked in the hospitals. Maybe one out of ten 

enjoyed and liked her job; the others were complaining and toxic. Now she was 

giving them an opportunity to start something new. But even if not, the recent 

increases in unemployment benefits from the government were enough to live 

on with a minimalistic lifestyle. 

She felt sudden exhaustion coming over her. The doorbell rang as her pizza had 

arrived, and she quickly shoved it down her throat. She kept sitting on her couch 

with her implants turned off. Maybe she should slow down a bit, take a break. 

Go on vacation and not a virtual one. She tumbled into her bed and fell asleep. 

- 

“Right now, a lawyer is checking the evidence and will give us clearance to go 

virtual. You can confess now, and your sentence will get lowered, maybe even 

dropped.” 
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The pale man was sitting on the cold chair with only his pants on. His chest was 

covered in tattoos and his socks soaked in blood. The room was black, and none 

of the walls were visible. He was nervously wiggling up and down but did not 

confess. He did not know that they were already in a virtual simulation while he 

was still lying in the corner of the street in his blood. It was raining, and he was 

bleeding out. 

If Hagger was quick, he could collect the evidence, get a confession, bring the 

man to the police, and get his pay before the man bled out. If he died before, the 

trip would not have been worth it. 

“If this is how you want it.” 

Hagger connected a cable to the man’s forehead, who began to panic. The same 

alley loaded up again. It was cold, windy, and the rain was picking up. Instead of 

standing on top of the apartment building and observing the crime, Hagger was 

following the young man through the apartment. The man was re-experiencing 

his crime in full detail with Hagger next to him, cheering him on. 

He was stalking out the three women on the street below. They wore thick 

jackets and no makeup. Hagger knew immediately that they were carrying 

weapons and had illegal implants, but the young man did not. Hagger upped the 

emotional response, and the man started to panic inside his own body, which he 

could not control. 

“I already know what is going to happen. We can save ourselves the trouble if 

you just confess.” 

“I, I did not know. I was set up. They killed me.” 

“Who was setting you up? And what did you do?” 

The man was opening the window on the first floor and looked through the 

street. Empty in both directions. Nobody lived or passed by here. The skin of his 

arms separated, and two large blades slid out and attached themselves over his 

palms. He took the small vase that was standing next to the window and threw 

it up high into the cover of the street. It broke on the concrete, and the women 

turned around. 

One of them separated from the group, and he dropped from the window 

toward the other two. He was silent like a cat as his blades dived towards their 

spines. He noticed something twitch under their clothes, and it got him aware of 

the obvious; the women were openly showing him their necks, displaying their 
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weakness. He noticed the small scars on their face down to their neck. Those 

were not some simple thugs that he was dealing with; these were fully kitted 

fighting machines. 

“Your last chance.” 

“They set me up. I was their family. They said they forgave me.” 

“I need names, and you need to tell me what you did for them.” 

As if they had realized his sudden understanding of the situation, they turned 

their head towards him and stopped his blades with their hands. They both 

walked apart, still holding his blades and extending his torso. Blood from their 

hands was flowing down all over his arms, but they did not bother. The third 

woman had already turned around and aimed the shotgun at his chest. 

He recognized the bullets as they raced towards him. Shaped like hooks, they 

would dig themselves into his body, rip into the flesh, and deepen the wound 

every time he would inhale or move. 

The impact threw him into a puddle of mud. The pain in his chest was 

overwhelming, and he passed out as the women walked away. 

Hagger pulled himself out. Unfortunately, the guy did not confess, which means 

he would get paid less. 

As a subcontractor for the police, he still knew where the crimes were happening 

in the lower city. He only had to show up, record the crime, and take in whoever 

was still alive. Most of the gang members were too scared to relive their near-

death experience and confessed. He had to make them relive the memory 

regardless to collect the implant metadata created during the event. If the spikes 

in hormones, blood pressure, and heart rate correlated with his visual 

recordings, they could be used as evidence. 

What he did was technically not legal, but employed as a subcontractor for the 

government, it was a grey zone. The less work for the police, the bigger his pay. 

As long as he delivered the evidence and the criminal, they did not ask how he 

got it. The subcontracting business was the driving factor in dampening the 

gang’s power in the city. More members were arrested, locked away, and soon 

gangs would perish, and with them, most of organized crime. 

He took the man by the legs and pulled him out of the water. His body was 

already getting cold. What a poor guy. He lifted the man over his shoulder. He 

had to walk through the rain for a bit until he could order an ambulance. He 
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could feel the warm blood flowing into his jacket. It took him a while to notice 

that the young man was already dead. 

He dropped the body on the concrete and looked up into the dark sky. Rain was 

flowing down his face. What a shitty day. He could not do anything more for this 

one. He would report the crime and submit the evidence. That would at least 

pay enough to get him food for the evening. 

- 

The wheelchair raced past him as Shana opened the door. Julio had not seen her 

sister that excited in a while. The three of them were picked up in one of the 

luxurious company quadcopters. Fully golden on the outside with enough space 

for six people. 

The copter was blocking the street, but nobody seemed to mind. People got out 

of their cars to look and take photos of the majestic vehicle. As Shana’s sister 

saw the golden copter, they could almost hear her gasp in excitement. 

Almost silently, they flew over the city. Seeing their house disappear in an ocean 

of apartments and streets, then passing skyscrapers and shabby apartments of 

the slums kept them transfixed at the windows. On a pad high up the double 

helix, they were welcomed by the two. They took the elevator inside the double 

helix, rotating slowly around itself with the city as the backdrop. Each of them 

was brought into a room for themselves. As they walked into the lush garden, 

they met. When Julio and Shana touched each other, they got goosebumps. 

“But we are in different rooms, aren’t we?” 

Z smiled, leaned against a tree a few meters away from them. 

“We are technically in all rooms at the same time.” 

“Where is my sister?” 

Behind Z, they saw a young woman walking towards them. It took them a 

moment to realized that it was her. She was not in her wheelchair, and her face 

was full of expression. She was walking gracefully over the grass, and each touch 

of her toes created small riffles around her. Her long hair was blown back by the 

wind. 

Julio was just as stunned as Shana, but V and Z had hoped for this. She was not 

rejecting the new environment but fully embraced it. They were watching the 

happiest moment in her life unfold. 
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“Hello, you two.” 

A tear was running down Shana’s eyes. She had never heard her sister talk beside 

the moans or grunts she could make. Z walked over to them and greeted her. 

“We are glad you accustomed yourself so quickly. Most people reject this 

environment and stay fixed in their current self.” 

“I understand why. Leaving your body behind and embracing this is fairly 

challenging.” 

She was holding out her arms and two wings span over them. They pushed 

themselves up, and she was being lifted into the air, floating before them. She 

looked at Shana, who was covering her shirt with tears. As she looked down her 

tears, one of them dropped on the green grass and rippled through the entire 

room. The grass turned blue and they suddenly were standing on an ocean of 

tears. Did she just do that? 

Bright lights were coming from deep under. Shana’s sister ahead, they dived 

towards the mysterious light. The closer they got, the clearer the lights became. 

It was not just any city; it was the city they lived in. 

They dived towards the double helix, which was visible from far above the city, 

and entered through the same landing pad they had a few minutes ago. They 

took the same elevator and reached the rooms. 

A perfect copy of themselves was standing before them in the room. But it was 

not just a copy; it was them. As they walked towards themselves, they looked 

into their eyes while the space behind them merged. It was not only a mirror. It 

was a catalyst. As they touched themselves, familiarity, warmth, and comfort 

filled them. They were meeting someone they had been with their entire life. 

Shana relieved herself of all the emptiness that had built up in her all those years. 

Julio felt like he had met his parents again and remembered the days they had 

lived together. Those feelings had become more distant over the years, but all 

of a sudden, they were here with him. 

Shana’s sister did not seem to work through any trauma. She hesitated, then the 

two of her kissed. She seemed to enjoy it and became more passionate. 

“They did go meta quite fast.” 

V and Z were watching the three from the infinite space above. 

“Makes you feel like you have no idea what is going on inside them.” 



155 
 

“So many emotions will tire them out quickly. I give them two hours, tops.” 

“You wanna grab some food?” 

“You mean like, real food?” 

“Remember the restaurant I sent you a few days ago. They are supposed to make 

some amazing pasta. Haven’t had that in a while.” 

“Should we keep a copy of ourselves here?” 

“Nah. They won’t need us. They will be fine.” 

They both exited through the white door next to each other, but once in the 

hallway, separated by many meters. She looked at him, slightly irritated. 

‘You can turn yourself into an alien or experience to be born again inside there, 

but being separated afterward is still the part the freaks me out the most.’ 

‘You turned yourself into a child to re-experience birth?’ 

‘I also gave birth to an alien.’ 

‘Jesus, I mean, I guess I’ll have to put that on my list.’ 

- 

The digital world was quiet tonight. No outrage, nothing going viral, no events. 

It was rare these days. 

Oljac walked down the virtual streets of the lower city. The digital representation 

of the world was as accurate as the real one but connected to the grid, internet, 

and every server out there; he could see the data trails flowing through the city. 

He could see the connections made, the files that were sent and received, and 

the GPS data stored in the cloud. 

Three women had stopped and passed through. Their digital trails alongside 

their government profile were clean, too clean. They must have encrypted their 

data stream. Someone else had been here. A man, mid-20s, augmented, with a 

strong emotional profile. His trail was not encrypted and way too detailed. 

Somebody must have uploaded his implant data to a government server. 

The trail was crossing with the ones from the women but did not correlate. The 

emotional data of the man intensified, then crossed another trail, also 

encrypted. They both moved up the street until only the encrypted remained. 

The abrupt ending reminded him of what he had seen too many times down 

here; Death. 
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The other trail moved towards the upper city. Several outgoing connections. It 

swiftly moved from corner to corner into a vacant building, up the stairs, and 

towards the roof. He could identify black space around the trail. Someone else 

had been here but had removed himself. 

Behind a small wall, he saw him. He was sitting with his back against the wall, 

barely breathing, several bullets in his chest. He pulled up the gun next to him 

and shot Oljac several times. 

Nothing happened. Oljac was here in digital form, and the bullets passed right 

through him. The man understood that his implant only projected Oljac before 

him and coughed out blood. 

“Who are you? His boss? Wanting to make sure I die up here?” 

“I only followed your trail and found you.” 

“Fuck. That’s boring. Can you call an ambulance or something?” 

“Can’t you?” 

“Hey, smartass. This is still the lower city. My calls won’t get answered even with 

the best insurance. You are not physically present. You can call and guide them 

here. It’s only two blocks from the grid, so it’s legally within the range they are 

allowed to move from the origin of the call.” 

“I’m afraid it is too late for that.” 

Oljac had already scanned his vitals. It would be a miracle if he would survive 

another minute. By the time the ambulance would arrive, his brain would have 

already turned into a vegetable. The man understood and sighed. A swell of 

blood came out of his mouth. 

“I knew it would end like this someday. Double-crossing gangs isn’t such a smart 

idea after all.” 

His face went pale, and Oljac noticed his legs and arms getting stiff. 

“I’ve tried my best. Maybe in another life I won’t be such a disgrace.” 

His face faded, and a last swell of blood existed his mouth. Oljac could not find 

any data about the man from his implant. He also seemed to be a ghost. 

“Did not expect you here.” 

V was standing behind him. She walked over to Hagger and touched his implant. 
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“What are you doing here? How do you know him?” 

“You knew him too. Was a long time ago. I guess it gets hard to identify people 

when they have cleaned implants.” 

She closed her eyes and he could see the digital data getting extracted from 

Hagger’s head. A moment later, the body disappeared. 

“He killed himself many years ago. We moved him into a digital world, let him 

retry. At first, he kept killing himself, then at some point, he advanced. He looked 

for a job, first illegal, then legal. He learned and grew from his previous failures 

without ever knowing them. Every time he dies, we reset him to his old memory. 

It’s interesting watching him grow. Maybe there will be something important to 

learn from his struggle one day.” 

“That sounds like some twisted way of torturing him.” 

“Maybe, maybe not. It is not what we do to him, but how he chooses to interact 

with the world, bringing him pain and joy.” 

She stood up and walked past Oljac. She was about to disappear again as he 

became aware of the obvious. 

“If he is in your digital reality on some server, how could I see and meet him? It 

should not be possible for him to interact with anything outside your closed 

system.” 

She finished his sentence. 

“Unless you are on the same system.” 

She was looking over the vacant apartments of the lower city and saw the ocean 

in the distance. 

“When did you do it? When I visited you? I never left the building, did I?” 

“Your servers had been compromised long ago. Maybe even before 1B. You had 

many enemies who did not like you playing god. Someone must have infected 

you without you noticing. We found the code, but the people responsible are 

long gone. They simply forgot about it. The code had already started to remove 

you. You would have disappeared without noticing or knowing why. We put you 

into our digital world so we could stop the code. Once you get connected to the 

grid again, it will continue. We can’t guarantee that we will ever find a way to 

remove it, but for now, this is the only solution we could find.” 
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She streamed him the data of how the code had slowly infiltrated him over the 

years. 

“You are just as vulnerable as anyone else, even if you forgot.” 

“Then why help me? It is my past catching onto me, not yours. And why not tell 

me? Why let me live here all this time without knowing?” 

“To be honest, you were the perfect candidate for testing this world. If you could 

not even notice the difference, then who else would?” 

“I’m not mad. I’m just…” 

He thought for a moment to find the right words. 

“Melancholic. For a past in which any of this still meant anything. Neither of us 

is human anymore. We can’t die. The digital worlds you create will render every 

other meaningless.” 

“Reality changes. People change. Everything around and inside us constantly 

changes. Your idea of this world is what is holding you back and makes you suffer. 

You can always revert to old ideas of how the world used to be, but it will only 

keep you from enjoying how it is right now. You can adapt and embrace change, 

or reject and deny it. We are not forcing you to stay here. If you want, we can 

load you back into your body and back on the grid. Or you can stay here for a 

while and experience everything there is to offer. You know how this world 

works. It’s not that different from the one out there.” 

Oljac stood there in silence, observing her face. She was honest with him, and he 

understood. 

“What about Kaiser? Is he in this virtual world as well?” 

“Yes. The only way he could work for us was to die physically; else the 

government would have stopped us. He understood and agreed. I’ll leave you his 

address. You two are neighbors after all.” 

A sad but loving smile came onto her face. 

“Take care. May we see each other again soon, one way or another.” 

She vanished, and he was alone again. He sat down on the edge of the roof, 

dangled his enormous feet, looking into the distance. The world is constantly 

changing, maybe too fast for his taste. He had to laugh. A nostalgic and 

conservative AI-human hybrid, living in a digital world. He could not make it up 



159 
 

better himself. He took a deep breath, then jumped from the edge of the building 

and fell towards the grey concrete. 

On the concrete below, a circle grew until his body could fit through. On the 

other side, fractals of all colors mirrored into people, worlds, planets. He greeted 

them with a wide smile. 

At least he could try. 
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“Wake up Sam. Wake up.” 

The sound of the waves had made her fall asleep. The sun was glazing up the 

small waves on the water. She smelled the sea air and a slight stench of fish from 

the stores nearby. 

“You missed all the boats, my girl.” 

A smile stretched over the tanned face of her father. His short hair was moving 

in the wind, and his blue eyes were full of warmth. 

Once Sam was out of her old human body, she was freed of the restrictions the 

government had put onto her memories. Fake memories disappeared, and 

suppressed ones surfaced. She started to remember her parents again. 

They were as it was written in their profiles. He was an alcoholic and she addicted 

to synthetic drugs, but they both loved their daughter over everything else in 

this world. The government only knew about the first part and took her when 

she turned three. They suppressed the memories of her parents, assuming they 

had harmed and mistreated her, despite them never having done either. 

They sat on the bench for a bit longer, watching the last few boats come to the 

pier before sunset. She started to feel chilly and he put his warm coat around 

her. He smiled as his wife came in sight. She picked up the sleepy Sam and the 

three of them went home. 


