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CHAPTER 1




February 2177





Sometimes it’s not easy to get what we want. In many cases, we don’t even attain what we truly deserve. The key to staying balanced lies in facing those disappointments with dignity and continuing to fight for our dreams.
Ryan Blur hadn’t done badly for himself. He was a bold reporter, tireless in the pursuit of truth and in uncovering the reasons behind the events.
Ryan reviewed the video footage once more. Those seemingly insignificant moments were rewound and then played forward again, repeated in an endless loop. Ryan was not one to hesitate; had he done so, he wouldn’t have had such a brilliant journalistic career. He watched closely as, after coughing, President Rokstorm’s left eyebrow arched, then he squeezed his eyes shut, only to reopen them while raising his right eyebrow. Now, he was looking at footage of the current Head of Government of the territory. The gesture was the same. Caleb Martell, elected exactly one year ago, coughed, raised his left eyebrow, shut his eyes in an expressive gesture, and then opened them again, lifting his right eyebrow.
The same tic. Two different men, more than eight years apart. A detail that would go unnoticed by most, but for Ryan—whose journalistic instinct was legendary—it was a thread to pull.


He closed the window, not because he was cold; February had brought unexpected heat. After the global measures of 2164, temperatures had stabilized. But now they seemed to be rising again. Once the window was shut, he drew the plastic-textured curtain so no one could see the images floating before him. With circular motions of his thumb and ring finger, he scrolled the footage forward and backward again, diving into a case that promised to be a major headache.

What could cause such a coincidence? No disease, medication, or therapy he knew of—and he was an expert in techno-medicine and science. He was the most renowned reporter in that field.

Journalism hadn’t been a conscious choice. It wasn’t a whim or the result of an early calling. He had never even considered it as an option. During his time at the academy, Ryan was competent in many disciplines, but he didn’t stand out in any. His instructors didn’t know how to guide him; they saw no clear path or obvious specialization in him. Everything about him seemed provisional.

His friend Jerome, on the other hand, had a clear destiny: to become part of the Citizen Defense Board. He dreamed of serving the people, whether as a police officer, firefighter, or in any protective role. Ryan, for his part, had no idea what to do after leaving the academy.

One thing was clear: he never minded spending hours in silence, immersed in reading. He enjoyed getting lost in thought, connecting dots, and unravelling mysteries through introspection and methodical analysis.

It was shortly after graduation that, while observing how nutritional pills were distributed in urban sectors, something caught his attention. He began investigating Nudritec. He found very little information—virtually nothing official. That lack of answers sparked his curiosity—and that curiosity, unknowingly, launched him into an investigation that, months later, would reveal a disturbing truth about the food system and the pills.

The official version claimed that natural food was scarce and hard to produce, which is why it was strictly reserved for the elites and Ops—the highly skilled workers. The lower classes, the Subs, depended exclusively on nutritional pills: a synthetic, uniform, tasteless sustenance that symbolized their place in the social hierarchy. However, Ryan discovered that this scarcity was a carefully constructed lie. The actual production of fresh food was more than enough to supply the entire population. Automated vertical farming and hydroponic farms had achieved extremely high efficiency levels. But the system had decided that those foods would remain a privilege, not a shared necessity. The injustice wasn’t just the unequal distribution—it was the deliberate concealment of an abundance that could have changed the fate of millions.

Ryan uncovered an alarming case in which everything that had been communicated—by both Nudritec and the Regional Councils—was a sham. His article caused a true social earthquake. It didn’t trigger a revolution, but it achieved something almost as powerful: it sparked a flame. It united citizens who had, until then, lived in resignation, and awakened in them the desire to free the Subs from that institutionalized lie.

Ryan Blur went from being just another unknown to a name echoed in every corner of the continent. His prestige rose as quickly as the discomfort of the higher-ups, who were not pleased by the truth he had uncovered. But the people were grateful. And over time, many would owe him more than just gratitude.

In Ryan’s apartment, the robot stationed in the battery recharge dock, right next to the apartment door, emerged from its slumber with an electric hum. It was six in the evening, and its programming instructed it to carry out tasks: clean the apartment, count the food pills, and if necessary, place an order and organize anything out of place. That last task would be brief—Ryan was an orderly person. The lack of space and possessions made his tidiness even easier. That afternoon’s routine coincidentally included watering the elongated planter where six carrots were growing. It was the most precious treasure in his apartment. The consumption of fresh food was a rare luxury.

Hearing the robot, Ryan stepped away from the table and collapsed onto the sofa, wishing his thoughts would flow faster. The only piece that might fit into the puzzle of the presidents was a wild, surprising idea: what if they were the same person? What if Rockstorm had maneuvered to repeat his term, but under a different identity? Another body, another name, another voice. A new face, but the same consciousness. A different candidate could give the illusion of change in the government, granting legitimacy to the election of the next president—and the next—while only a few allies knew the truth, orchestrated from the shadows to serve their own interests. Or the interests of whoever was behind such an intricate global lie.

Such casual facial movements could have escaped even his sharp gaze. However, he clearly remembered his meeting with President Rydhol four years ago, during the inauguration of a neurochemical drug lab, where he had witnessed the president cough and make the same gesture. He didn’t need further proof. He now had two visual records and a vivid memory to support him.

Noah Rockstorm had been proclaimed President in 2167. Three years later, President Galler was elected, remembered for the major reforms he implemented during his term. In 2173, Allan Rydhol took office, and the last one to be elected, just a year ago, was Caleb Martell. Three of the last four presidents shared an almost imperceptible tic.

How long had this been going on? He wanted to know who was involved. The need to investigate consumed him. A whisper began to echo in his mind, a flutter in his lungs that quickened his breathing. It was up to him to uncover what was happening. He had a new case to break open.

Then he remembered his last investigation. The one that had made him famous—and had earned him enemies. One in particular, very powerful: Ronald Bentaher, master and overlord of the all-powerful Nudritec. Ryan Blur didn’t trust official figures. Years of experience had taught him that power always finds a way to manipulate numbers in its favor. So when he got hold of the annual agricultural production report from Nudritec, something in his gut told him there was deception involved.

The numbers claimed food production barely covered a small portion of the population. That without the food pills, humanity would once again face devastating famines. But on the streets, among corporation workers and some drivers in the distribution network, the rumours told a different story. Blur decided to follow the lead.

The first step was gaining access to the food distribution facilities. It wasn’t easy. Bentaher had absolute control over the supply chain. Any attempt to enter without proper clearance could result in a severe sentence. Fortunately, Ryan had contacts.

His first real lead was discovering that although crops were being harvested, not all of them reached the processing centres. Some were diverted to private facilities. The official records labelled them as "waste" or “contamination losses,” but Ryan knew that was impossible.

With such sensitive quality control, that much food couldn’t just go to waste. Ryan imagined mountains of perfectly preserved grains and tons of fresh vegetables. All labelled as “strategic reserves,” yet with no scheduled distribution date. While people on the streets settled for tasteless food pills, it seemed there was enough stored food to feed far more than just the privileged few who received fresh rations.

Why were these resources being hidden? The answer was in Nudritec’s internal files. Documents that clearly showed agricultural production was more than sufficient to feed the entire population without synthetic supplements. However, maintaining the population’s dependence on food pills meant preserving control.

Ronald Bentaher had turned food into a tool of power. The pills were not just a business—they were his main mechanism of domination. Through them, he regulated the exact amount of nutrients each citizen received, ensuring no one had more than needed to survive—but also not enough to question his authority.

Ryan knew exposing this wouldn’t be easy. Bentaher had an army of censors and agents ready to silence any threat to his regime.

When Ryan started writing his report, he knew publishing it meant risking everything—but it also meant giving people the truth.


He detailed the falsified figures and the hidden crops. Hours before his report was due to be released, he received an anonymous message: “We know what you found. Stop, or you’ll regret it.”


Ryan smiled. He knew that meant only one thing: he was standing in front of a colossal truth, and his duty was unavoidable.

Ryan expected an immediate reaction after the publication. His report, backed by irrefutable data, was on everyone’s lips, in every district. Yet instead of mass outrage, instead of protests and chaos, nothing happened.

Silence.

At first, he thought it was just a matter of time. That the news needed to make its way through the information flow, to break past the algorithms regulating public perception. But hours passed. Then days. And the great revelation became just another rumour—one that did nothing to shake the established order.

People didn’t rebel because, deep down, they already knew. For decades, there had been whispers and theories about food overproduction. The pills weren’t a necessity—they were a mechanism of control. But to admit it openly, to act on it, meant challenging a system that left no room for insurrection.

It wasn’t fear. It was resignation.

Every citizen carried implants in their bodies. They were necessary for identification, health regulation, and interaction with the global network. But most importantly, those devices kept them under constant surveillance. An aggressive impulse, an abnormal increase in heart rate, a spike in adrenaline—any signal suggesting violent intent was instantly detected by the system.

The CDB—the Citizen Defense Board—responded before anyone could even throw the first stone.

If an individual showed signs of extreme agitation, the CDC would isolate them pre-emptively. If a group tried to meet with subversive intentions, their communication was blocked before they even realized it. Mass protests were impossible. Riots, unthinkable.

Ryan understood that truth alone was no longer enough.

He could expose a thousand conspiracies, unmask every lie the government had ever told, but as long as control was embedded in every person’s flesh and mind, the response would go no further than a whisper of discontent—one that would fade before it could become a shout. The world moved on, unchanged.

He looked at the holographic image before him. The president’s tic repeated itself in two different people, as if they were facing a mirror. His next investigation was right there. Forgetting the weight of his recent defeat, and with the courage that comforts the brave, he sent a mental command to his communication implant to connect with the Office of the Presidency.


CHAPTER 2

--I’d like to schedule an interview with President Martell-- said Ryan Blur, hoping to strike the right chord.


--Who am I speaking with? -- a voice replied on the other end of the line.
--Ryan Blur, journalist-- he said, gritting his teeth. --I’d like to get a deeper understanding of the President.


The silence on the other end was brief but tense.

--I’ll have to forward your request to the President’s office. One moment.

--Of course. May I ask who I’m speaking with?


But there was no answer. The call had already been transferred. A few seconds later, the voice of Hailey Robertson, the President’s personal secretary, came through, firm and almost breathless, as if she had just finished running.
--President Martell does not grant interviews. Especially not about scientific topics.


Ryan forced a smile, even though he knew she couldn’t see it. This was going to be more complicated than he thought.

--I understand-- he said, weighing each word. --But I wasn’t looking for a formal interview. More like a conversation to understand his views on matters of public interest. I’m Ryan Blur—you may have heard of me.

There was a brief pause, followed by a faint exhale. Surprise?

--Should I congratulate you on your career, perhaps? The journalist who specializes in science and medical topics, isn’t that right?

--That’s right-- he replied, sensing an opening. --That’s exactly why I’d like to speak with the head of the General Council. His decisions in this area are critical, and I believe his perspective would interest a lot of people.

Hailey didn’t seem impressed.

--The President doesn’t get involved in technical matters. That’s what ministers are for. You wouldn’t want to make him look incompetent in a field he doesn’t specialize in, would you?

Ryan swallowed hard. The woman left no room for maneuver.

--Citizens want to hear from their leaders, not just the ministers. And at a time like this, the President’s stance on scientific issues is vital.


He tried to sound confident, but each word made the air feel heavier.
--I’m sorry, Mr. Blur. The cabinet has been clear and so has the President. You understand that the President is a politician, not a Technologist, right? President Martell will not grant interviews on these topics. I recommend you speak with the Ministry of Science. They’ll be able to provide more information. --
Ryan could sense the call was about to end. He couldn’t afford to let the first opportunity slip away so quickly.


--What about other topics? -- he asked, desperate.

--I must go, Mr. Blur. I’m busy.

The call ended with a soft snap of fingers, triggered by Hailey’s implants. She wasn’t lying about being in a hurry. She was on her way to her session with Dr. Groszmann, her Human-Machine Integration Counsellor, a specialist in the complex intersection of humanity and technology.

Hailey wasn’t like most people with cybernetic implants. Her body had been rebuilt after a devastating accident, when a glider vehicle lost control and hit her at high speed. She spent weeks in an emergency medical unit, where doctors, to save her life, implanted a cybernetic liver, a hybrid stomach, and multiple prosthetic legs. Now, with every step she took, she felt the weight of her existence divided between the human and the mechanical. And while many people voluntarily chose to enhance their bodies, she hadn’t been given that choice.

She didn’t easily accept that she was no longer one hundred percent human. She wasn’t sure whether humanity resided in the mind or the body. That’s why she had to see Dr. Groszmann every ten days. He was a very good therapist and had helped many people better understand the connection between spirituality, humanity, and the technology that kept them alive.

And as if that weren’t enough, she was also the President’s Secretary on the General Council, having to face global challenges, crucial decisions, and all kinds of interests—often conflicting ones.

A few minutes later, already seated in Dr. Groszmann’s office on the 9th floor of an old building in District 11, Hailey tried to empty her mind. A 432-megahertz oscillating tone, designed to calm anxiety, filled the room. At last, she looked up and met the doctor’s eyes.

--How are you today, Hailey? -- he asked gently.

--Physically fine-- she replied, --but mentally exhausted. My job consumes me, and... I still don’t understand where my humanity ends.

The doctor watched her in silence, as if gauging the terrain. Then he fired his next question.

--Do you not feel human?


-Not entirely-- Hailey admitted. It was the reason she came to see him every ten days. To try to reassemble what she felt was collapsing in her mind.
--And what do you think makes me human? -- the doctor asked, trying to offer a nearby example.


Hailey thought for a few seconds.

--You have everything to be human. You don’t have mechanical parts integrated into your body. And the communication implants you hold are irrelevant.

It was a common belief in society to distinguish between superficial enhancements, like communication implants, and prosthetics that replaced vital organs. That notion had taken root naively back in the 2140s, when people began talking about Transhumanity. Older or more common enhancements were seen as trivial. Nobody gave them much thought. But if your life had been saved by integrating an artificial pancreas, a mechanical heart, or a cybernetic kidney into your body, you were much closer to being a machine—just like the robot that inhabited every home, performing domestic tasks and managing the inventory of those damned food pills that fed the Ops (the middle class) or the Subs (the most disadvantaged class).

--Hailey, being human is much more than what we carry inside us-- the doctor said patiently.


--Physically, you and I are different. I’m a man, you’re a woman. My hair is grayer, my wrinkles deeper. But those differences don’t strip us of our humanity. --
Hailey nodded, though the knot in her stomach remained. She could easily understand that point of view. She hadn’t become the President’s secretary by accident.
--It’s not the same, doctor. The differences between us don’t take away our humanity. They don’t stop us from dying or living. They let us be here, day after day.



--I see-- the doctor interrupted. --So it’s not a physical matter. It’s psychological. 
--People who choose these implants do so willingly. I didn’t. I had no choice. When I woke up, my body was no longer mine. They saved my life—without my consent.


Dr. Groszmann made a mental note, sensing this was the root of Hailey’s inner conflict. But he decided not to dig deeper today. They spoke for a few more minutes about the stress her job as secretary to the highest authority on the General Council entailed and debated whether her position might be affecting her somehow, without reaching any clear conclusion on whether it was a primary cause or just a secondary one. The doctor knew he’d have to review the session recording later. Maybe then he could unravel the true origin of the uncertainty haunting Hailey.


CHAPTER 3

The sun was setting over District 14, a multi-level neighbourhood that bordered the dry, sparsely wooded northern hills. Technology was advancing as fast as the problems it created. Jerome Delamere floated gently on his Reddollar-X4 drone, an impressive machine that glided through air currents with the elegance of a bird of prey. Jerome was part of an elite rapid response unit that combined the duties of police officer and firefighter. The CDB, the Citizen Defense Board, used large-scale drones piloted by seasoned operators to patrol the skies, protect civilians, and respond to disasters in the blink of an eye.

That afternoon, the sharp whistle of his intercom broke the calm air.

--Jerome, you’ve got a situation in District 27. Level three fire at the Zafra Tower. Possible imminent collapse. We need to evacuate residents and contain the fire before it spreads. Teams Two and Three are en route.

The voice was that of Leila Marlowe, the operations coordinator—always calm, though now her words carried a tone of urgency. Jerome leaned forward, adjusting the controls of the drone beneath his feet. The Reddollar-X4’s frame responded instantly to the movement of his hands and feet, although it had an assisted piloting system with sensors throughout its structure that made it both safe and fast. Flying the machine was almost child’s play. In seconds, Jerome was on his way to the Zafra Tower, leaving behind the quiet control platform where he was about to dock and recharge the drone. But there was an emergency to handle.

The drone’s lights lit up his face as he accelerated, cutting through the wind. Jerome had always felt a special connection to the sky, and riding the Reddollar-X4 made him feel as though he could rule the skies and become one with the wind. The drone, designed for high-risk missions, had a wingspan of several meters and was equipped with multiple stabilizing rotors and specialized emergency equipment. Manual controls were at his feet, like he was surfing, while his tactical gloves allowed him to operate cameras and specialized tools with just a flick of his fingers.
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