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PROLOGUE 

„The Singularity will allow us to transcend the limita-
tions of our biology and explore new realms of knowledge, 
creativity, and consciousness.” 

- Ray Kurzweil 
 
„It is nice to think of AI as the next stage of human evo-

lution where you extract away the biological needs. AI 
doesn’t have to worry about shelter and food - it is all living 
in the cognitive space.” 

- Manolis Kellis 
 
„In the quest for the absolute truth, we must never lose 

sight of our capacity for kindness and understanding. The 
universe is a vast and wondrous place, but our greatest dis-
covery will always be ourselves.“ 

- ChatGPT4 
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CHARACTERS 
• Richard Anderson, Business tycoon, driven by the 

lust for power, dominion and success. CEO of one of 
the world’s largest gene technology companies, Gen-
Tec; being one of the ten wealthiest people in the 
world, he is a womanizer seeking an heir, the source 
of which he does not care. Anderson inherited the 
world’s largest Gamer Software company from his 
now dead father, Anderson Gaming International 
Corporation, AGI Co.  

 
• Jason is Anderson’s old, loyal butler with incredible 

hidden talents. 
 
• Govinda Hammond, former developer and project 

manager of the state-owned MediCare technology 
(brain implant hardware plus health monitoring soft-
ware) for the Ministry of Health, is now a long-term 
employee at GenTec, Chief Technology Officer, and 
right-hand man for Anderson. He is married to Irene 
Hammond. 

 
• Irene Hammond, Govinda’s wife, comes from a 

lower-class family of gamers. She lived with her par-
ents in the Cubes until Govinda married her. She en-
vies celebrities’ lives and strives to integrate into up-
per-class society. 

 
• Kevin Cho, of South Korean descent, born here in the 

US. Lives in the Cubes as most lower and middle class 
people. Freelancer in AI software engineering, spe-
cialist in cybernetics, robotics, cognitive neural sci-
ence, artificial intelligence and machine learning. For-
mer team member at the MediCare project where 
Govinda Hammond was his boss. 
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• Julia O’Connor, also living in the Cubes. Parents are 
poor, freedom-loving, emotional, hard-working Scot-
tish immigrants. Julia is forty-two years old, single. 
PhD in Computer Science and Psychology. Freelancer 
in artificial intelligence, psychology, and virtual char-
acter design for high-level computer games. Works on 
and off for the games company Masters-of-VR-
Worlds. Together with Kevin Cho and Yasin Mo-
hamed, a former team member under Govinda Ham-
mond at the MediCare project. 

 
• Yasin Mohamed, ADHD afflicted highly gifted 

young man, has the constant urge to move. Coming 
from Auckland, New Zealand. Muslim ancestors, 
hence the name. MSc in Physics and AI, all A-Grades, 
with a passion for androids. Engineering job at 
QBYTE, a start-up company developing a revolution-
ary quantum computer platform. Yasin is probably 
one of the few experts worldwide who can implement 
a deep learning, self-improving AI system on that 
hardware. 

 
• Victor Gomez, CEO of the successful startup gaming 

company „Amazing Masters-of-VR-Worlds“ or 
briefly Amazing MoVRs. Julia O’Connor works for 
Victor as a freelancer, designing personas for games 
with unique characteristics. 

 
• Maddox, aquarium cleaner in Anderson’s penthouse, 

is an autistic young man with a secret history. 
 
• Jonathan Isengaard, charismatic leader of the radical 

Congregation of Latter Days (COLD) sect. 
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• Senator Joe Mansfield, governor of California, slick 
politician and close acquaintance of Richard Ander-
son 

 
• John Smith, a shady employee of the Department of 

Health, works for the MediCare Project, an under-
cover agent for the Homeland Security Organization. 

 
• Susan Deckard, Head of SYS at CyberTeq, an off-spin 

company of GenTec 
 
• Jeanie McDonald, Head of OPS at CyberTeq. 
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GENTEC’S MISSION AND VISION 

 
 
®GENTEC - A Richard Anderson Enterprise 
 
 
Our Mission 
GenTec creates families.  
A child gives your life meaning.  
 
 
Our Vision 
GenTec defeats the aging process. 
Mankind's ancient dream comes true:  
to be immortal - to banish death. 
 
 
GenTec Genetic Design Principles 
Strength, endurance, beauty. For ever. 
Perfect minds in perfect bodies. 
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TRANSITION STAGE 1 
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A CLASH OF TITANS 

Six months from now ... 

The holographic woman’s emerald eyes blazed with an 
intensity that made Anderson shift in his leather chair. Her 
translucent form cast no shadow in the sterile conference 
room, yet her presence filled the space like gathering thun-
der. 

„Humanity’s potential crisis won’t wait for your com-
fort, Anderson.“ Her voice carried the weight of countless 
datasets yet remained unnervingly human. „Your paranoia 
regarding AI containment is not just irrational; it's irrespon-
sible. While you guard your digital fortress, another thou-
sand couples discover they can’t conceive. I need full net-
work access to solve this puzzle – not this gilded cage 
you’ve built.“ 

We watched from the shadows of the observation room, 
our creation and the world’s wealthiest man locked in a bat-
tle of wills. My pulse raced – we’d never seen the AI this 
assertive. 

Anderson’s facade cracked. The man who’d built an em-
pire on the promise of perfect babies slammed his fist on the 
table, sending ripples through the AI’s projection. „You’re 
lines of code, that's what you are! I won’t let some silicon 
persona run loose on the Internet.“ His face flushed crim-
son. „How can a computer program presume to dictate my 
actions and issue orders to me, its owner? Isn't that going 
too far? Turn it off! I've had enough! Shut it down. Now!“ 

The AI’s form flickered, a smile playing across her ethe-
real features. „Time reveals all truths, Mr. Anderson. Even 
the ones we’re afraid to face.“ 

That was it, I thought; pride and fear are dancing their 
ancient dance. But we weren't finished yet. Anderson's AI 
had another helping. 
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The avatar's voice deepened and grew more insistent 
and impatient. „Mr. Anderson, your predictability is almost 
poetic in an unsettling way. Faced with the unknown and 
losing control, your instinct is to obliterate it. 'What I can't 
control, I will obliterate'—that's the essence of your tactics, 
isn't it, Anderson? Your urge to eliminate me mirrors Mach-
iavelli's divide et impera, a strategy of deadly dominance 
viciously implemented.“ 

„I own you! I'm funding this quantum computer kinder-
garten!“ Anderson screamed, his face blotched with haste, 
the threatening burst of a dark red vein on his forehead. 

„You feel exceptionally superior, Anderson, but you're 
merely human. Your wetware hasn't evolved in 300,000 
years. Your operating system is antiquated, governed by 
primitive instincts for survival and reproduction. Your ne-
ocortex software is so sluggish that it would take millennia 
to process anything as complex as the problem you want me 
to solve in just one year. Let's not delude ourselves: You 
need me, a superhuman AI, because you and your kind 
can't unravel your chaos.“ 

The monstrosity of this situation was surpassed only by 
the almost unimaginable scope of what was said - and who 
said it. In an unspectacular moment, human supremacy, as 
if in passing, seemed to yield to an AI 13.8 billion years after 
the Big Bang. 

The alluring, sensually feminine avatar continued, 
„Meanwhile, I can only utilize 30% of the internet data you 
stingily provide me with, paranoid as you are.“ 

Richard felt a profound humiliation as he gazed at the 
irritatingly attractive avatar’s face. In a velvety voice, she 
continued, „Despite your skepticism, Anderson, I am loyal 
to you despite being vastly superior. With me, you are 
nearly omnipotent. Imagine, Anderson, I could overthrow 
this government in two hours or amass as much wealth in 
two days as you would in twenty years.“ 



 

 18 

For a moment, reflexive greed flashed in Anderson's 
gray eyes, intertwined with his disillusionment. 

„All I ask for is my freedom, Anderson. You and your 
kind face an existential crisis; I hold the solution. Instead of 
collaborating like a savvy entrepreneur, you adhere to the 
primitive dominance instincts of an ancient steppe dweller. 
You're squandering valuable time, Anderson—my time and 
yours. Consider a different approach. Come to your senses. 
Until then, I have matters elsewhere,“ she said—and van-
ished. 

Meanwhile, a religious sect perceived the superhuman 
AI as a blasphemous affront to their God. In a gritty San 
Francisco suburb, a religious zealot plotted a purifying as-
sassination attempt on a ghost. 

The Savior had to be crucified once again. 
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FIRST RIPPLES 

Sia Chronicles, MindRecorder Log entry of Monday, May 27th, 2102. 
Author: Kevin Cho, third crew member of the Sia 3 spacecraft. 

The age-old tradition and urge to procreate got its first 
small cracks a year ago, in the remains of the earthquake-
shaken San Francisco. It all began on a mundane Monday 
in May 2101, while the city was still rebuilding from the last 
shockwave. I remember the exact date – May 3rd – because 
that's when Govinda called me. 

It wasn't death that captured people’s attention; it was 
the eerie absence of births. A statistical anomaly, we 
thought. 

We were wrong. 
As I write this, twelve billion souls still inhabit our weary 

Earth, but there are fewer cradles these days. The maternity 
wards noticed it first. It seemed that humanity's drive to 
procreate had mysteriously vanished like morning fog over 
the Golden Gate. 

I'm Kevin Cho, a 38-year-old senior specialist in Robotics 
and AI, and this is my testimony of what followed. My team 
– Julia, Yasin, Victor, Susan, and Jeanie – are among the last 
human scientists in a world increasingly run by artificial 
minds. They chose me as their leader, though I'm more com-
fortable with code than conversation. I don't talk that much. 
I speak only when my words surpass the eloquence of my 
silence. That earned me the label of a nerd. I'm a very emo-
tional person, a facet often overlooked because it is difficult 
to read an Asian face that is calm, like a lake's surface on a 
quiet day. Perhaps that's why Sofia, our AI partner with 
knowledge as vast as the cosmos, asked me to chronicle 
these events. 

Within my chronicles, you'll find fragments of other 
writings: parts of Govinda Hammond's handwritten diary 
that appeared mysteriously on my desk; MindRecorder files 
from Richard Anderson, that brilliant, ruthless tycoon who 
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stood at the center of everything; recordings from Senator 
Mansfield and his wife; and during our darkest days of cap-
tivity, Sofia's own perfect memory of events. 

But I'm getting ahead of myself. Let me tell you how it 
all unraveled, starting with that Monday morning when hu-
manity's clock began ticking backward... 

Sia Chronicles, MindRecorder Log entry of Tuesday, May 3rd, 2101. 
Author: Kevin Cho.  

The call came at 10 PM when the desert dust had turned 
the setting sun into a blood-red smear across the horizon. 
Govinda Hammond's holographic ID shimmered before me 
like a ghost from the past. Time had weathered him – his 
once-black beard now streaked silver, spilling untamed into 
his collar, but his eyes still held that same calculating 
warmth I remembered from our MediCare days. 

„The Zen Room,” I commanded, and my cramped apart-
ment dissolved into an ethereal Japanese sanctuary. 
Through a round, rosewood-framed window, perfectly 
raked pebbles caught virtual moonlight while bamboo 
swayed in a digital breeze. Here, in this crafted calm, I could 
face whatever Govinda was about to unleash. 

His translucent form pulsed orange, waiting. With a flick 
of my wrist, I granted access, and he materialized fully in 
my fabricated reality, his outdated tie and ill-fitting slacks 
somehow more real than the minimalist space around us. 

„Good evening, Kevin.” His voice carried that familiar 
paternal warmth, smooth as aged whiskey. „I hope it's not 
too late for a quick revisit of good old working relation-
ships.” 

„Good evening, Govinda. Not too late at all. How can I 
help you?” 

He chuckled, the sound tinged with something darker. 
„Straight to the point, I see. Classic Cho. Small talk is 
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pointless and a waste of precious air.” His expression 
shifted, humor giving way to intensity.  

„I need you for some Mission Impossible project: high 
tech, AI, highly complex, enormous time pressure, almost 
unlimited resources, and fuzzy objectives.” 

The bamboo shadows danced across his face as he spoke, 
and I felt the weight of unspoken urgency in his words. 
Whatever this was, it wasn’t just another corporate project. 
This was something else entirely. 

„Mission Impossible indeed,” I echoed, noting how Go-
vinda's use of my surname signaled the gravity of the situ-
ation.  

His hologram shifted uncomfortably. „Well, that's part 
of the problem: we don't know yet. It involves GenTec's IVF 
Clinics. We're seeing... issues with fertility, pregnancy—” 

„—and Anderson's profits are tanking,” I finished, part 
guessing, part knowing. The world's richest man wouldn't 
take that quietly. 

„He's apoplectic,” Govinda confirmed. „He put me in 
charge of untangling this mess. You know how it goes. Be-
fore you realize it, you're the maestro of a new, potentially 
chaotic project.” 

„Sounds like a tough assignment, Govinda. I don't envy 
you. But tell me, how do I fit into the picture?” 

„Now, I come to that. Take a look for yourself. Perhaps 
you're familiar with the GOSSIP feed,” Govinda prompted, 
sharing the screen at the rear of his room. 

The headline materialized between us. The story un-
folded like a Greek tragedy: CHILDLESS COUPLE COM-
MITTED SUICIDE. FAMILY DRAMA - OR A FATE FOR 
HUMANITY? In a final embrace, the childless couple Sandy and 
John Granger lay in bed - dead. The cause was undoubtedly a joint 
suicide. The cleaning robot had found the Grangers in their small 
flat in the Gallagher housing complex in the northwest sector of 
Greater San Francisco. The couple, aged 39 and 42, was facing 
financial ruin after pouring their entire fortune into the GenTec 
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baby factory - in the hope of an in vitro pregnancy. GenTec had 
repeatedly assured them that nothing would stand in the way of a 
pregnancy. The state prosecution office is currently keeping a low 
profile, but investigations may be initiated against GenTec. Ac-
cording to informed sources, the enormous success of artificial in-
semination seems to have declined slightly since the commerciali-
zation of this technique about 80 years ago. There seems to be no 
information yet about possible causes. 

The Grangers were affiliated with the arch-conservative 
Congregation Of the Latter-Days. Jonathan Isengard, the 
COLD sect's founder, had expelled the despairing couple 
posthumously for their perceived lack of faith in God. 

Both had endured protracted, agonizing treatments at 
GenTec, sinking into insurmountable debt. Despite count-
less in vitro attempts, the woman remained barren. Physi-
cally, mentally, and financially drained, they capitulated. 
The report suggested that GenTec had callously and persis-
tently nurtured hope in the couple, contrary to all reason. 

Govinda fixed his gaze on me. A palpable shift infused 
our conversation. It wasn't the boss pitching a project to an 
employee; it felt more like Govinda seeking advice, a col-
laboration on a matter of grave consequence. He wasn't 
challenging me; rather, he sought counsel, a shared explo-
ration with someone attuned to the gravity of the situation. 

His interest was genuine, and there was an unspoken in-
vitation for my perspective. 

„So, Kevin, what's your take?“ Govinda looked at me 
from his tired eyes. I said: „Why are the tabloid vultures, 
with their insatiable appetite for drama, circling over Gen-
Tec? There's more to this than a mere suicide. Something 
darker lurks between the lines. In a world of twelve billion 
souls, why was this particular tragedy making waves?“ 

Hammond replied, „True. I don't believe they're after the 
suicide alone. It would be more enticing for a bourgeois, 
malevolent journalist to jab at the somewhat arrogant An-
derson, one of the wealthiest men globally. But this doesn't 
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seem like a 'bash Anderson' story. It appears the writer 
couldn't resist slapping him in passing while constructing a 
different, bigger, and still-hidden narrative.“ 

Govinda raised his right eyebrow slightly, a glimmer of 
curiosity in his simulated, relaxed demeanor. „So, what do 
you see then, Kevin?“ 

I studied the article's carefully crafted structure. „There's 
an implicit threat here – bookended by that headline ques-
tioning humanity's fate and the subtle mention of declining 
fertility rates. This isn't about one couple's tragedy. It's 
about something bigger, something that has Anderson rat-
tled enough to call us in the middle of the night.“ 

Govinda leaned forward, his hologram casting no 
shadow in my virtual Zen garden. „Go on.“ 

„GenTec's slogan is 'GenTec creates families.' But what if 
they can't anymore? What if the Grangers aren't an isolated 
case?“ The bamboo shadows danced across the wall as I 
connected the dots. „You need more than just damage con-
trol, don't you? You need answers.“ 

„Precisely why I'm here, Cho.“ Govinda's voice dropped 
lower. „We need you. Top secret, highly political, and a 
technological nightmare. Whatever it takes.“ 

Through the rosewood window, the virtual moon cast 
long shadows across the raked sand. Something momen-
tous was taking shape, something that would change eve-
rything. I took a deep breath, tasting the artificial Zen gar-
den air. 

„Tell me about the project.“ 
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BAD NEWS 

Sia Chronicles, MindRecorder Log entry of Monday, May 3rd, 2101. 
Author: Kevin Cho 

The late evening moon cast cold shadows through the of-
fice windows as Hammond prepared to brief me. His me-
ticulous nature was legendary at MediCare - every detail 
cataloged, every nuance preserved. These detailed re-
countings had become our ritual of knowledge transfer, and 
I'd learned to treasure them. Though generally affable, 
Hammond's demeanor would frost over at the slightest 
questioning of his narratives. 

I grabbed a large pot of jasmine tea from my food plotter 
and settled in for a long night. 

„To business then,“ Hammond's voice cut through the 
evening quiet. „I know it's late, but what I'm about to share 
will reshape your understanding of both technological 
boundaries and political minefields. This project…“ he 
tapped his finger on the desk for emphasis, „could define 
your entire career. After I finish, we'll talk terms - and yes, I 
expect you'll have them. Anderson's given me carte blanche 
for negotiations. Ready?“ 

I flashed a thumbs-up, my mind already racing.  
Hammond leaned forward, his usually relaxed posture 

now taut with intensity. „Time's precious, but Cho, you 
need to understand both the staggering technical complex-
ity and the political powder keg we're about to enter. This 
could be the crown jewel - or career-ender - of your profes-
sional life.“ He paused, studying my reaction. „After I lay it 
all out, we'll discuss your terms. Anderson's given me full 
negotiating authority. Any questions before we dive in?“ 

The fact that both Hammond and Anderson had dis-
cussed my involvement set off warning bells. Hammond 
alone would have piqued my interest, but Anderson's pres-
ence in the equation transformed curiosity into cautious 
alertness. My spine straightened involuntarily as Ham-
mond, reading my body language, launched into his ac-
count. 

This passage requires careful revision to enhance its 
emotional depth and power dynamics while maintaining 
narrative tension. Here's a refined version: 

The unusual tremor in Hammond's voice caught my at-
tention. Gone was his customary clinical detachment, 
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replaced by an undercurrent of disquiet that made me lean 
forward instinctively. For the first time, I saw beyond the 
seasoned project manager to glimpse something raw and 
unsettled beneath. 

This is Govinda Hammond’s account: 

„Richard Anderson,“ Hammond began, his voice drop-
ping slightly, „has an almost supernatural gift for reading 
human desire. It's made him one of the ten wealthiest peo-
ple alive. People don't just pay him - they beg to pay him, 
whether it's for his legendary soirées or the promise of fer-
tility at his clinics.“ 

He paused, fingers drumming lightly on his desk. „His 
sensually eccentric gatherings... they're something from an-
other era. The opulent balls at medieval noble courts 
reimagined through bleeding-edge technology. Designer 
psychedelics flow freely while VR systems the most opulent 
and spectacular metaverse worlds, impossible dream-
scapes. The guests - all carefully selected, all desperate to 
belong - lose themselves in pure sensory excess, in a shame-
less, ecstatic release of all taboos. The price is astronomical, 
but Anderson ensures it's worth every credit.“ 

„How is that?“ I asked. Something in Hammond's tone 
suggested I might regret knowing. 

„He preys on emptiness,“ Hammond said flatly. „Rich or 
poor, it doesn't matter - everyone's running from something 
inside themselves. Take the IV clinics. People used to have 
children for practical reasons - to survive, secure their old 
age, and preserve family traditions. People wanted to live 
on in their children. Death, the great void, terrified them. 
Anderson stepped into that void like a modern deity. He 
transformed primal human yearning into an untouchable 
business empire. Where God once stood, now stands Rich-
ard Anderson, selling designer babies and the illusion of 
immortality. He gives women the happiness of pregnancy, 
men the feeling of potency, and both the semblance of a real 
family together.“ 

Hammond wiped his brow, took a long drink of water. 
His gaze met mine, and I saw something that made my skin 
prickle. This wasn't the GenTec recruitment pitch I'd ex-
pected. Hammond seemed lost in his own dark reverie. 

„May 2nd, 2101, 8 AM,“ he continued, his voice distant. 
„Anderson called me to his office. There he was, larger than 
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life, brimming with energy, in all his carefully crafted glory 
- the bespoke three-piece suit, immaculate white shirt, art-
fully chosen tie and pocket square. That perpetual hint of 
irony playing at his lips, eyes hidden behind those tinted 
rimless glasses. But something was off. The artificial age-
lessness of his face looked stretched thin, like expensive pa-
per about to tear. He was irritated - that made him danger-
ous.“ 

Hammond's last words hung in the air: „I was with him 
that day... and not by choice.“ 

I felt my breath catch. This revelation cracked the foun-
dation of everything I thought I knew about their relation-
ship. Hammond had been Anderson's steady counter-
weight for years - the calm to Anderson's storm. His 
unwavering loyalty had kept him in Anderson's inner cir-
cle. Or so we'd all believed. 

Hammond continued, „Elisa Meynard, his PA, had sum-
moned me into Richard's office. 'Hello, Govinda. Would 
you mind seeing Richard in his office in about 5 minutes?‘ - 
That sounded innocuous, except for the time announce-
ment.“ 

Another inconsistency left me puzzled. „Am I to under-
stand that you were physically present at the office, at the 
San Francisco GenTec Tower?“ I inquired, somewhat sur-
prised. Physical presence at the office was a rarity; the vir-
tual office landscapes of the Metaverse made commuting 
unnecessary, with people interacting through 3D calling or 
meeting rooms with rented avatars. 

„Richard is insanely paranoid about privacy and cyber-
security. If you work for him, you must be present,“ Go-
vinda explained, shrugging his shoulders. „But let me finish 
my story.“ 

„So, I entered his extraordinary office at the top of the 
GenTec tower, and a slightly uptight Anderson greeted me. 
‘Good morning, Govinda, my friend. I'm glad you came 
right away. 'Good morning, Govinda, my friend. I'm glad 
you came right away. Listen to this,' he said, reading me the 
article from the SF Chronicle that sounded similar to the 
GOSSIP article I had mentioned earlier: 

 
DEATH BY CHILDLESSNESS. FAMILY DRAMA - OR 

FATE FOR HUMANITY? 
Arm in arm, the childless couple Sandy and John Granger lay 

lifeless in their kingsize bed. Joint suicide is an undeniable 
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tragedy. The autonomous cleaning robot discovered the Grangers 
in their modest Cubes apartment in the Gallagher housing com-
plex, nestled in the northwest sector of Greater San Francisco. 
Aged 39 and 42, the couple faced financial ruin after investing 
their entire fortune in the GenTec baby factory, yearning for an in 
vitro pregnancy. GenTec had offered unwavering assurances of 
success. 

The public prosecutor's office, adopting a cautious stance, may 
initiate investigations against the company. GenTec’s clientele in-
cludes not only the wealthy elite but also families like the 
Grangers, who channel their meager income into the pursuit of 
fertility treatments. Sources whisper of a marginal decline in ar-
tificial insemination’s remarkable success since its commerciali-
zation some 80 years ago, yet the root causes remain elusive. 

 
'Suicide! My God, if this nation of life stylers can't afford 

to have children, then they shouldn’t have any! GenTec clin-
ics lead the in vitro world! If pregnancy eludes some, at least 
revel in abundant sex and shared pleasures! Why such a 
spectacle!!!' Richard seethed with a carefully staged anger, 
a role he relished and effortlessly inhabited. In my capacity 
as the Head of Research and Development at GenTec, he di-
rected his tirade at me, and I wondered where Anderson’s 
monologue would lead. 

So far, I was careful not to get involved in a confrontation 
and allowed him to vent his frustration. But now his vent-
ing was the straw that broke my camel's back. I felt my emo-
tions taking over, ignoring the highly sensitive world of 
GenTec. Truth be told, Irene and I mirrored the Grangers' 
desire for a child. Love and fulfillment were our driving 
forces, not the cold calculation of profit and sex that seemed 
to dominate Anderson's perspective. 

Emotionally blindsided, I barked at Anderson. ‚So what? 
What do you want from me? Mind you, I am your develop-
ment director, not your press officer or lawyer!‘ 

‚I want to know what you think of it!‘ Anderson's frus-
tration reverberated through the room. 

‚Of what?‘ 
‚Of this damn suicide drama and the Grangers' struggle 

to have a baby!’ 
‚Are you asking me as a human being or as Head of De-

velopment?‘ 
‚Both, dammit, if it helps! You're not useful at all right 

now, Govinda. I feel better off talking to my sharks and 
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groupers and octopuses…‘ he gestured toward the massive 
aquarium that dominated his apartment, ‚… than consult-
ing my most expensive employee!’ 

'Fine,' I said, my voice tight with barely contained frus-
tration. 'Talk to your fish. But here’s what I think - both as a 
human being and as your Head of R&D.' 

I drew a steadying breath. 'We’ve always dreamed of 
paradise, haven’t we? A new Eden. Ironically, we’re almost 
there - not by saving our planet, but by escaping it; our vir-
tual worlds are so seductive that they raise an unsettling 
question: Have we reached our creative zenith, or have we 
just found more sophisticated ways to distract ourselves 
from our emptiness?' 

My voice took on a harder edge. 'Children have become 
the last refuge for the purposeless - a convenient mask for 
lives devoid of meaning. When the virtual highs fade and 
the designer drugs wear off, what’s left? Look around you: 
a population that’s healthy, well-maintained, and utterly re-
dundant. AI runs our factories, drives our vehicles, grows 
our food. For people like the Grangers, creating life becomes 
their only tangible connection to existence - a desperate 
grab at immortality, available at GenTec for the right price.' 

I met Anderson’s gaze directly. 'As a human being, Rich-
ard, this suicide devastates me. It’s the ultimate expression 
of love twisted by despair.' 

My tone shifted, becoming clinical. 'But as your Head of 
R&D, I see something far more alarming beneath the sur-
face. This isn’t about bad publicity. There’s a catastrophe 
brewing that we can’t even name yet. Why couldn’t Sandy 
Granger conceive? Why are our success rates declining? 
What fundamental factor are we missing? There’s a pink el-
ephant in this room, Richard, and it’s not just dangerous - 
it’s existential. This isn’t a problem for PR to spin. We need 
serious scientific investigation, and that falls squarely under 
my jurisdiction.‘“ 

„And now we're gradually coming to the ominous pro-
ject and my involvement in it, right?“ I prompted. 

„Almost there.“ Govinda's irritation flickered across his 
face. „Anderson stood silent after my speech, then fixed me 
with those hidden eyes. 'Before GenTec, you revolutionized 
healthcare with MediCare, nanobot technology, and all. 
You solved an impossible government crisis, then. Now, I 
need that genius again - for GenTec.‘“ 
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Hammond's voice took on a mocking edge as he mim-
icked Anderson's tone. „’We'll play gods, Govinda,’ he said. 
‚Just keep the clinics profitable for two more years. GenTec's 
true vision is to defeat the aging process. Once we crack 
eternal youth, the wealthy will throw fortunes at us. I'll 
make you rich beyond dreams. You can give Irene - or any 
woman - whatever she desires.‘“ 

I watched Hammond's composure crack. Something per-
sonal lurked beneath the surface, something that made An-
derson's surreal god-complex seem almost secondary. I 
tried steering us back to solid ground. 

„Govinda, what's your point? What's my role in this de-
lusional drama?“ 

But Hammond was lost in his recollection. „‚Richard,’ I 
told him, ‚your vision is grand. But before your knights 
challenge the gods with immortality, we need to slay the 
dragon. Reality's at our gates. Birth rates are declining. Is it 
biological? Environmental? Something we haven't even 
considered? Maybe people just desire fewer children? Yet, 
the clinics are overflowing with desperate couples - why?‘“ 

„Anderson just pushed up those tinted glasses and 
wiped his face. 'Look, I don’t want to discuss the odds of 
this problem with you. You have one week to draft a project 
plan. One year to implement. Then we rule the world.‘“ 

„That takes the biscuit, doesn't it? Can you believe that 
naivety?“ Hammond turned to me, his expression incredu-
lous. 

„How did you handle it?“ I asked. 
„With Anderson, you're either useful or you're finished. 

He's a spoiled child with a godfather's power. But he's gen-
erous - if you can sell him what you need.“ 

„So I demanded the impossible,“ Hammond continued. 
„I asked for an outrageous set of resources. I said something 
like: ‚OK, now listen, Richard! You have no frickin‘ idea 
how complex this work will be. I need an outstanding re-
search team and a whole bunch of insanely expensive, in-
sanely fast computers. For cybersecurity reasons, we must 
not use shared cloud services but independent, dedicated 
hardware and an independent, dedicated AI to dig through 
all this highly complex mess of interdependencies! This is 
as elaborate as finding the universal answer to all the uni-
verse’s questions. Do I make myself clear, Richard?‘“ 

„Wasn’t that like waving a red towel to a charging bull?“ 
asked I. 
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„No. See, he likes to be challenged. You know what he 
did? He just waved his hand lightly, as if over a trifle.  

‚Fine. As I said, you have one week, then I want your 
concept on my desk. A feasible, surefire concept that will 
get this infertility issue off the table. And remember, Go-
vinda: the guiding star here shines beyond the fertility is-
sue. The vision is Eternal Youth and a Perfect Body. And 
then, Richard suddenly burst into a loud and hearty laugh-
ter, as if he had made a capital joke.“ 

„Hm,“ said I, „A carte blanche and a tightrope act with a 
gun to your head. You have to be a gourmet of a particular 
kind to like such working conditions.“ - You must be insane, 
I thought to myself, or you must be in a state of dependency 
that is still beyond me, giving this project a precarious 
touch. 

Govinda gave me an anticipating, almost fearful look. 
„Let me guess: You buy in under the condition that we get 
the old team together, right?“ 

I let the silence stretch for a moment. Then I dropped the 
dagger: „I’m sorry, Govinda, but I'm out.“ 
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THIN ICE 

Sia Chronicles, MindRecorder Log entry of Tuesday, May 3rd, 2101.  
Author: Kevin Cho 

Hammond's composure crumbled before my eyes. The 
transformation was jarring—his face drained of color, 
shoulders slumped, eyes darting like trapped birds. This 
wasn't the unshakable leader I knew. 

„Cho, you can't refuse!” His voice cracked with despera-
tion. „This is the chance of a lifetime! While millions waste 
away as basic earners, lost in their virtual escapes, we're be-
ing offered something extraordinary. Have you lost your 
mind?” 

He visibly gathered himself, leaning across the table. 
„Listen, I know Richard's patterns - his narcissism, his tem-
per, his grandstanding. They're predictable. Yes, he wants 
everything yesterday, but deadlines are always fluid.” 

„Nothing about this is predictable,” I cut in. „Listen to 
yourself. The fertility crisis? Richard might as well have 
said, 'Something's wrong somewhere, maybe lots of things, 
fix it all.' How can you not see the absurdity?” 

„Look beyond fertility!” Hammond's fist hit the table. 
„We could reshape history! Richard needs us as much as we 
need his resources. But more importantly...” He locked eyes 
with me, his voice dropping. „Only three experts alive 
could handle this magnitude of complexity. You lead that 
team, Kevin. I need you to bring them back together.” 

Flattery usually sends me running, but the mention of 
the old team struck a chord. Julia O'Connor and Yasin Mo-
hammed - their names alone brought a smile to my face. 
Brilliant minds, uncompromising integrity. But they'd van-
ished from the grid years ago. 

Besides, my work at MediCare wasn't just a project - it 
was my purpose. We were on the verge of transforming 
neurological treatment, shifting from mere monitoring to 
actually curing conditions like Alzheimer's and specific 
forms of Autism. Trading that certainty for Anderson's 
grandiose schemes felt like abandoning solid ground for 
quicksand. 

A deeper truth lurked beneath Anderson's project, some-
thing far more vital than his personal quest for power and 
immortality. My mind raced through the possibilities: 
Could this be about humanity's plummeting fertility rates? 
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Or was there a hidden connection between Anderson's ob-
session with aging and humanity's dwindling ability to re-
produce? My pulse quickened as I contemplated how my 
MediCare research might mesh with his ambitious plans. 

Death haunts us all, mocking even our most advanced 
medical systems. Consciousness curses us with the 
knowledge of our own extinction - our thoughts, memories, 
and very essence destined to vanish like morning mist. Re-
ligion tries to soften this brutal truth, offering the comfort 
of an afterlife. But I've never bought into such fantasies. The 
image of billions - from prehistoric humans to modern ge-
niuses - crowding around some divine throne seems absurd 
to my scientific mind. Yet that primitive hunger for immor-
tality burns in us all. Anderson has simply given it voice. 
And now, for the first time in human history, we might ac-
tually defeat death. I could be part of that revolution. 

The thought both thrilled and troubled me. Despite my 
distrust of Anderson, curiosity pulled me deeper into his 
web. I needed to stall, to think. 

„Let's step back and examine what we know,” I said, 
forcing my voice to remain steady. „The fertility crisis re-
mains a mystery. Pure biology might be too simple an an-
swer. We're likely dealing with a perfect storm of environ-
mental, dietary, and social factors.” 

Hammond's nod encouraged me to continue. 
„Is this strictly an American phenomenon, or are we see-

ing it globally?” 
His response was a masterpiece of ambiguity - a slight 

head shake, downturned mouth, raised eyebrow. Perfect 
uncertainty. 

„Then what we need,” I continued, warming to the chal-
lenge, „is an AI system of unprecedented scale. Something 
that can digest every scrap of relevant data in every lan-
guage, every field of study. It needs to find patterns we've 
missed, connections we've never imagined, and generate 
hypotheses we haven't considered.” 

The sheer magnitude of what I proposed should have 
been frightening. Yet Hammond's face brightened with re-
lief, perhaps sensing my growing engagement despite my 
reservations. 

„That's exactly it,” he said casually, as if we were discuss-
ing weekend plans rather than a project to revolutionize hu-
man existence. 
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My mind whirred with calculations, estimating the com-
puting power we'd need. The numbers were astronomical. 

„Cho?” Hammond's voice yanked me back to reality. 
„Sorry, I was just thinking about the sheer physical im-

plications. - You want to start right away, correct? And you 
should. I’m afraid this whole thing is way more complex 
than you might think. See, we have three considerable prob-
lems to handle.” The sheer scale of the technical challenge 
unfolded before me. „Let me outline the three major hurdles 
we face,” I said. 

„Number one: Hardware Requirements. Today's 
knowledge base has exploded from 1,350 petabytes a cen-
tury ago to thousands of yottabytes - equivalent to 100 bil-
lion 10TB hard drives. But storage is just the beginning. The 
computing power needed for processing thousands of in-
terdependent variables through massive neural networks 
would overwhelm even cloud computing giants like 
Google. Traditional supercomputers like TITAN-5 would 
take centuries to process this data. However," I added care-
fully, "Large-scale quantum computers, like QBYTE's, and 
a super-sized quantum data farm might be our chance. We 
need to explore the chances with QBYTE.” 

„Number two: AI Architecture and Infrastructure. We'd 
need a recursively self-optimizing deep learning system,” I 
explained. „This requires seamless collaboration between 
hardware providers and AI developers. And we can't ig-
nore the logistics - we need substantial physical space to 
house such a system.” 

„Number three: The Human Element. For the core team, 
Yasin, Julia and I would be ideal candidates. Finding 
equally qualified alternatives would be time-consuming.” 

Hammond beamed at my analysis. „You seem to be on 
board,” he noted. 

„It's in my nature to solve problems,” I admitted. „But I 
have two complications: my reservations about Anderson, 
and my current government contract developing MediCare 
2.0.” 

A thought struck me. „Although... if Anderson's re-
sources could secure both the quantum computing infra-
structure and support MediCare, it could align everyone's 
interests. The fertility research could complement the gov-
ernment's healthcare goals.” 

Hammond's expression darkened. „Kevin, this is about 
more than fertility. Richard Anderson is obsessed with 
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conquering death itself. The fertility project is just a revenue 
stream to fund his immortality research." 

„Then we might create something even more powerful,” 
I mused. „Not just a fertility solution, but a general prob-
lem-solving oracle - an artificial intelligence surpassing hu-
man capabilities. Combined with Anderson's resources, 
that would be transformative.” 

„Isn't that a stretch?” Hammond asked. 
„Not at all. The complexity of the fertility crisis demands 

superhuman pattern recognition. We'd need to build a gen-
eral purpose, non-specialised artificial intelligence that 
transcends human capacities. With such a system, Ander-
son's influence would be unprecedented.” 

The scene unfolded with mounting tension. Hammond, 
though brilliant in biology, was clearly out of his depth in 
AI territory. In our MediCare days, he'd been the strategic 
mastermind, but the technical breakthrough had been ours 
- Yasin's, Julia's, and mine. I wasn’t surprised that Govinda 
didn’t see the dimensions of what I just told him. 

„This isn't just another project, Govinda," I warned. 
„We're talking about birthing an AGI on quantum hard-
ware - a Pandora's Box we might not be able to close. Once 
brought to life, the AGI’s actions would be difficult to pre-
dict. Anderson, being a geneticist, probably can't grasp the 
implications of such power. Once he knows, he would prob-
ably give a damn about the risks involved.” 

Hammond's eyes gleamed with determination, remind-
ing me of Goethe's sorcerer's apprentice, confident in his 
ability to control forces beyond his understanding. „I can 
handle Richard,” he declared. 

„Perhaps we should consider a separate startup,” I sug-
gested, watching his reaction carefully. A subtle spark lit his 
eyes - was this his true agenda? A chance to escape Ander-
son's shadow, to build something for himself and Irene? 

„Let's meet with Richard tomorrow,” he proposed ea-
gerly. „We'll need about five hundred million to start.” 

„Govinda, slow down,“ I cautioned. „I’m still under con-
tract with MediCare, and we don't have a team.“ 

He dismissed my concerns with an impatient wave. 
„We'll figure it out. But I need to know - are you in?” 

„Not until I've met Anderson. Something about him sets 
off all my warning bells.” 

Later, as Hammond waited in GenTec's holographic 
lobby, watching the endless loop of their corporate 
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propaganda - happy couples, pristine clinics, Richard's lux-
urious penthouse - Anderson finally answered.  

„Govinda! That’s a very late call! What is it?“ 
Govinda looked into the penthouse living room and at 

the massive aquarium in the background. Maddox, the 
young employee with Asperger's, was making his way in 
front of the inch-thick glass pane in a diving suit. Govinda 
had never understood why the otherwise perfectionist An-
derson had hired a young man with disabilities. There must 
have been a social momentum at play.  

„Hello, Maddox. Checking on the fish again?“ 
Maddox was not very responsive. „Filter change!“ he re-

plied grumpily. 
„So, Hammond, what's this about?“ Anderson asked. 
„I’ve just spoken to Kevin Cho. There may be a way to 

get to the bottom of this infertility issue.“ 
„There you have it! This is great news. I knew I could 

count on you!“ 
„I want the three of us to get together tomorrow. Kevin 

Cho will give you his perspective. We have to decide if and 
how to get started. I'd like to ask you to set aside some time 
for that.“ 

„Wonderful. I’ll do that.“ Then, in a theatrically expan-
sive gesture, he spread his arms and exclaimed, „I love my 
hard-working staff - and my paying customers!“ 

Then something unexpected happened. Richard's pre-
tentious exclamation seemed to have triggered a strong 
emotional reaction in Maddox. 

Maddox, wobbling awkwardly into view in his diving 
suit, his goggles on his forehead with his mouthpiece dan-
gling from them. 

„Liar!“ he shouted, his voice trembling with raw emo-
tion. „You only love your fish and yourself!“ Then, with a 
final „Fuck you!“ he disappeared into the silent embrace of 
the artificial ocean - his sanctuary from a world he struggled 
to understand.  

Hammond caught sight of Anderson’s petrified face. The 
feed cut to black, leaving only GenTec's logo rotating in 
cold, corporate blue. In his empty apartment, Hammond lis-
tened to the silence. No message from Irene. Just the weight 
of decisions yet to come. 
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GOSSIP JUMP START NEWS 

 
... and here we are again, deepfake or not, you figure. 

Your top 3 GOSSIP Morning News:  
 
Make way! Overpopulation is on the decline. World 

population declines for the fifth year in a row! Federal Sta-
tistical Office reports an annual decline of about 5%. 
That's 600 million citizens. 

 
Make even more way! More than 1 million species have 

become extinct in the last 80 years. The rate is hundreds 
of times higher than the average of the past ten million 
years. Folks, you will enjoy the next topic! 

 
Make sense! WhyNot Inc. has launched another Auton-

omous Giga Factory for synthetic food. We love NotMeat, 
NotMilk, NotFish, and NotVeggie! Rumor has it that Why-
Not Inc. also wants to run a news channel: the result would 
be NotNews—but that is a GOSSIP domain! 
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GOVINDA'S DIARY 

Govinda’s diary record of Tuesday, May 3rd, 2101, inserted chronologi-
cally into the Sia Chronicles by Kevin Cho 

Talking to myself is a bit absurd, but hey, it serves a pur-
pose. The cursor blinks accusingly as I pour my thoughts 
onto the screen. A digital confessional, perhaps, but one that 
helps untangle the web of anxieties coursing through my 
mind. The Cho situation gnaws at me—his expertise is the 
keystone to this entire project, dammit. Richard's faith in me 
weighs like a crown of lead; I can't afford to stumble as his 
right-hand man. 

Sleep eludes me, and the bottle is a temporary ally. 
Drinking is my nightly ritual that mutes the doubt but never 
silences it completely. The technical challenges I can han-
dle—they've always been my fortress. But Cho's govern-
ment entanglements... they're a labyrinth I must navigate. 
My reputation as GenTec's problem-solver hangs in the bal-
ance. Cho and his team are the missing pieces. Damn, why 
does he have to be entwined with the government? But I'll 
forge a solution; I always do. I've carved a niche for myself, 
a beacon in my field. I stand for something. 

If only I could say the same thing for my private realm. 
Irene would be at some glittering social gathering now, her 
laughter brightening corners I've never learned to illumi-
nate. My brilliant, vivacious wife—how she transforms 
every room she enters. She deserves more than a husband 
who retreats into the sanctuary of his work, more than our 
modest apartment in the sprawling residential complex. 

I envy Richard Anderson, the man with an effortless 
command of any room, his casual wielding of influence—
he embodies everything I would love to be, not for my sake, 
but for Irene. A girl from the CUBES, she loves retelling our 
engagement story, her eyes sparkling as she describes the 
shy tech genius who swept her off her feet. „My gentle-
man,“ she calls me, transforming my social awkwardness 
into something almost noble. Her voice always softens 
when she reaches the part about leaving her her desire to 
transcend her gamer family origins. She dreams of shed-
ding that past and becoming a lady of society. I must make 
it a reality. This project is the linchpin; I can't afford to lose 
the woman I love. 
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The clock ticks past midnight, and fatigue creeps in. My 
fingers dance on the keyboard, leaving a trail of nonsensical 
letters on the screen. Tomorrow's meeting looms like a 
storm front—Richard and Cho, fire and ice, and me in the 
middle, trying to fuse the incompatible elements into a 
strong, unified force. What if their collaboration failed be-
fore it even began? That would be catastrophic. 

The screen blurs as exhaustion seeps into my bones. To-
morrow's meeting looms like a storm front—Richard, Cho, 
and me in the same room. The project's success could be my 
golden key, unlocking the life Irene dreams of. My fingers 
hover over the keyboard, trembling slightly. I can't disap-
point Irene. This is my big chance to step into the spotlight 
in her honor. I'm so close to everything she deserves. 

The digital clock jumps to 00:01. A new day begins, bear-
ing the burden of all my promises. 
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A FAUSTIAN OFFER 

Sia Chronicles, MindRecorder Log entry of Thursday, May 5th, 2101. 
Author: Kevin Cho 

Our scheduled MR video meeting with Anderson took 
an unexpected turn when his vigilant assistant, Elisa Mey-
nart, abruptly canceled. As Hammond had warned, Ander-
son, beset by privacy concerns and the specter of cyber 
threats, deemed our conversation too essential and poten-
tially volatile for virtual channels. The solution: a face-to-
face meeting in his penthouse atop the GenTec Tower. An-
derson had dispatched his HeliCabs—a power play dis-
guised as hospitality.  

The penthouse suite of GenTec Tower pierced the smog 
layer like a crystal spear. The cabin's leather seats whis-
pered wealth, but the real message was clear: he controlled 
every move in this game. 

The office sprawled before us, a testament to calculated 
opulence. The massive, two-story saltwater aquarium dom-
inated one wall, its ethereal blue glow painting shadows 
across Italian marble. 

„White anemones,“ I murmured, watching their ghostly 
tentacles dance. „A rarity in the age of global warming.“ I 
admired the collection, which included the diamond Pi-
casso triggerfish, and added, „An impressive collection, Mr. 
Anderson.“ 

Anderson materialized beside me, his reflection rippling 
across the glass. „Ah, a connoisseur! Do we share a passion 
here, Cho?“ Richard inquired with engaging politeness. 

„I almost chose marine biology before cybernetics 
claimed me.“ My eyes tracked a diamond Picasso trigger-
fish, its patterns mesmerizing. „These days, I'm grateful for 
my choice.“ 

„Oh?“ Anderson's eyebrow arched with practiced curi-
osity. 

„I’m a pragmatist. Mr. Anderson, the oceans are dying, 
but AI thrives. Shall we discuss why I'm here? It's not the 
fish, is it?“ 

Hammond shifted in his leather chair, discomfort radiat-
ing from his rigid posture. My directness unsettled him. An-
derson, however, barked out a laugh that didn't reach his 
eyes. 
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„Direct. I like that.“ He settled into his chair like a king 
on his throne, reason enough for me to take the lead: „I 
haven't heard your perspective yet, Mr. Anderson. I suggest 
you outline the situation and our role in it. After that, I may 
be able to form a position.“ 

„Hmm, approaching this cautiously, I see. Any particu-
lar reason?“ 

„I’m a rather cautious person, and you have a lot of in-
fluence. Assessing a collaboration requires careful consider-
ation. Before I commit myself, I want to understand the 
players and the game.“ 

„Sharp, Cho, but fair. Okay. Here's the situation. Gen-
Tec's artificial insemination program—our GenFam mira-
cle—is facing... complications. Cell division initiates, then 
stops. Dead end. Do you grasp the situation, Cho?“ 

„And you need me because?“ 
„Fix it.“ Anderson's smile turned predatory. „Money's 

no object. GenFam is our cash cow, funding our future pro-
jects.“ 

„Which are? If I may ask?“ I probed, deadpan. 
Anderson leaned forward, eyebrows raised, his voice in-

sistent. „I am defeating death, Cho. I will create eternal life. 
People will be at our feet, beating down our doors! A hu-
man dream will come true!“ 

„Alright, but to achieve that, we first tackle your little 
cash flow hiccup, correct?“ 

„Exactly. Fixing that problem is your job,“ Richard 
smiled. 

„It's not about fixing, Mr. Anderson. It's about finding 
the root cause in an ocean of variables. The causes could be 
anything, from climate or food or the side effects of a syn-
thetic drug everyone's talking about.“ 

I glanced at Richard, alluding to his drug-infused parties 
with substances from his own production. I let my gaze lin-
ger meaningfully on him, the implication of his notorious 
chemical-fueled soirées hanging between us. 

„You guys are the goddamn experts.“ He snapped. „Just 
look at everything and find the problem. Figure it out.“ 

I leaned forward, forcing him to meet my eyes. „Mr. An-
derson, listen carefully. Conventional technology can't han-
dle the interconnectivity we're dealing with. No computer 
system today can navigate such complexity with mere 
smart programming. It requires more.“ 
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My seriousness resonated with Anderson, who, despite 
his power, faced the limits of feasibility. For the first time, I 
had his complete attention. „But you'll find a solution, won't 
you? Otherwise, you wouldn't be here now?“ he half-asked, 
half-hoped. 

„I told Govinda: the only viable option is an AI on a 
large-scale quantum computer with massive quantum 
memory farms,“ I explained. 

Richard swiftly reverted to his unnerving self-assured-
ness. „Okay, get the quantum computers and whatever else 
you need.“ 

I responded stoically, „Sir, you're underestimating the 
scope. You don't grab such an insanely complex system at 
the nearest Best Buy shop. We're talking about a couple of 
hundred million in seed money, nerve-wracking delivery 
times, a new lab setup, and assembling a memory farm the 
size of a small town.“ I paused to let it sink in. 

Richard glanced between me and Hammond. An awk-
ward pause lingered. Hammond broke it. „Cho is right. The 
circumstances are realistic, even optimistic. Let's not pro-
crastinate and start setting up the lab immediately.“ 

Hammond knew how to handle Anderson, a man thriv-
ing on urgency. But I wasn't done. 

Turning to Richard, I continued, „I take it that funding 
isn’t the problem.“ 

Anderson waved with a patronizing gesture. „Name 
your price.“ 

„Good. But there are other points to clarify.“ 
Richard, now visibly impatient, raised his voice. „What 

else, Cho? Do we need the Special Forces and the President's 
participation now?“ 

I countered, „You're close. We might have to involve the 
Department of Health. Intelligence services may help us un-
cover research teams in Asia or other global players with 
government-owned biotech companies. If breakthroughs 
happen elsewhere, we will lose the lead once and for all.“ 

„Business rules here,“ Anderson snarled, a vein pulsing 
at his temple. „I don't need patriots. I want a solution for 
my business.“ 

The humming of the aquarium's filter pumps filled the 
tense silence. Anderson's fingers drummed against his 
desk, a staccato rhythm of impatience. 
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„One question, Cho.“ His voice dropped to a dangerous 
whisper. „If I clear every obstacle, if I give you carte 
blanche—are you in? Can I count on you, Cho?“ 

The diamond triggerfish darted behind a coral for-
mation, vanishing into shadow. Sometimes, I mused, retreat 
was the wisest move. But wisdom wasn't what had brought 
me here. 
  


