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	F


	rances rubbed his head with one hand, and with the other, he ran his fingers through his current research papers on the Hologram 4D model in front of him.

	It had been three weeks of intense research with his team at NanoFuse. He yawned widely as he scrolled through the 4D papers on the scene. A lot of progress has been made, thankfully. Seventeen weeks of being locked up in the basement of the NanoFuse Research Institute with his fellow scientists digging through the potential of Nanotechnology advancement had taken a toll on him.

	“I'll chop you up into my broth soup if this is all for nothing,” Naomi had said to him on the phone in one of those weeks in the lab when he had numerous thoughts about rushing out and running into her naked chest.

	“I'd love to be chopped up by you, Naomi.” He had replied dreamily on the phone. 

	“You'll get all the chopping in the world when you come home…” 

	“I think I'll love a bit of seasoning, with that Christian No. 1 Imperial Majesty.” He paused as he thought back to what he had seen on the hologram. “I saw you sneak it into the house the other day…”

	Naomi chuckled—the type of chuckle that brought him back to the first day he met her in college. Her soft full lips widened, lighting up her dark brown eyes. The most beautiful eyes he had ever seen.

	“Oh, you're really going there. No, it's not Christian No.1 Imperial Majesty. It's Chanel, 2506.”

	“You still love ancient perfumes, Nay.” He chuckled. “I brought a lot of them with me to make it easier on myself when I miss you.”

	Nay was a nickname for Naomi that family and friends called her. Originating from her grandfather.

	Frances smiled as he took a step back from the mindless scrolling he was doing on his hologram. Finally, he gets to see her and Gege's faces after all these weeks. 

	The last time he spoke with Gege on the phone, she cried so much that Nay had to call it a night and put her to sleep. “Dad, I had a nightmare. Please come back home,” his six-year-old daughter had said. 

	“It's okay, Gege; it's only a nightmare. I'll be home very soon. Daddy's working on something that could change the world.” He really wants to come home right now, but he can't until he is done with all his work and experiments.

	“Why can't you do your homework at home? You have a big workspace, Dad,” Gege said. She was right, he had a private Nanotechnology lab. Everything was there just like it was here: the sleek, metallic structure with a series of interconnected geodesic domes, energy-efficient smart glass that adjusts its opacity to control solar heating and optimize natural light.

	He had his own personalized Nexus gateway with a holographic A.I. assistant. He had his own pathway prism that didn't display generic animated data streams and the facility map. His prism was about everything he was currently working on, so he could keep tabs on it all. It also had a screen space. Naomi had insisted he installed it there, so she and Gege could use it to check up on him in case “he blew himself up,” Naomi had said with a smirk on her face.

	The Company’s lab functionality was a combination of Synthetic Biology, Quantum Computers, Neurolink Centers, Energy Synthesis Chamber, and Material Science Lab. 

	Compared to the one in his home, it didn't come close to its functionality. Yet Frances loves the simplicity of his space in the basement of his underwater mansion in WestThorn Lake City. 

	Frances was brought back to remembering his daughter. “Gege, it's not that simple… I have a team to work with and complex tests to run…”

	“The basement is big enough for everyone, Dad. I promise I'll stay quiet this time. Mommy could make everyone cookies and ice cream…”

	“Cookies and ice cream sound like a good deal, Gege…” Frances cupped his hands on his face. He felt the exhaustion from the day's work seeping through his bones. NanoFuse had started in his basement as a college student. Things were much simpler back then, as all he did was work, get high, and fill himself up with junk food. 

	He hadn't met Fray Limprevil, his business partner, then, nor had he signed business contracts that required a whole legal team to read and comb through every strand. He was able to try his NanoShots on plants, his ginger sly cat, Lyra, when she lost an arm in one of her several escapades, and the free mice Ella, his ex, had given him then. 

	Things felt easier then, perhaps because it was due to NanoFuse being at its earliest stages, a straightforward concept of manipulating matter to improve anything in life. Maybe it was because he hadn't come to understand its responsibilities. 

	Since Gege was born, a lot of things have changed about him. He remembered Fray saying, “You're different, Frank…” with a quick dry chuckle. Fray sounded like it was a bad thing. However, it is the best thing to happen to him. 

	It was hard to be selfish now that he had Gege, and he weighed most of his actions through the lens of her innocent eyes. This mindset has affected most of his business decisions for almost a decade now. Yes, things were not as straightforward as before, and he had to put up with staying away from the people he loved the most and wanted to protect. Overall, he was glad to be a father whose daughter would be proud of him in the years to come.

	Frances Smith exclusively goes by his first name for formal and informal situations; the reason behind that is unclear as he never disclosed that information to anyone but Naomi. Frances stood a little taller than the average height of his male counterparts. At six foot five, he possessed a compelling presence. His well-defined muscles flexed beneath his light cotton shirt, and his purposeful, smooth movements never ceased to captivate people with their understated assurance. 

	Against his dark brown skin, his rich, dark black curls stood out. They were well groomed, demonstrating his attention to detail. His hair highlighted and framed his face in a way that spoke to his devotion to self-care. 

	Frances' face has arched eyebrows, giving him a contemplative and sophisticated air about him. He had symmetrical, dark brows that enhanced the coherence of his face and gave him a very perceptive gaze. His observant eyes gave off the impression that they were constantly focused and thoughtful, as they emitted a calm confidence. 

	On his right arm was a tattoo that protruded from under his clothes. The design was abstract, yet bold and futuristic. Equally careful and well-considered is Frances' clothing sense. He had a thing for dark, form-fitting shirts, something he could never seem to stray away from. 

	Frances was the one to listen more than he spoke. He was well-known for his sensitivity and patience. His intellect and sympathetic disposition enabled him to handle difficult social situations, settle disputes, and create an atmosphere that was supportive and cooperative. 

	Not only that, but Frances had extraordinary self-control. He is a guy who values restraint and persistence, shown through his commitment to maintaining his physical health, his appearance and engaging in intellectual activities. His routine and habits are meticulously planned to optimize productivity, which is exactly what his work entails.

	Even so, Frances had a playful side that counterbalanced his serious and committed nature. His wry smile was a common indicator of his subtle, dry sense of humor. A sense of humor only a close person in his life got to experience and appreciate over time.

	“Fray's approaching the door,” Tricia, his office A.I. assistant, announced.

	Frances nodded. “Let him in. He’s in for a surprise.” Frances rubbed his hands enthusiastically. With Fray going through the results of their research findings, he'll be on his way home to hug Gege and get chopped by Naomi. He couldn't wait.

	The glass door slid open to lighten up the dimly lit room temporarily, revealing Fray, the CEO of NanoFuse, as he stepped into the room. 

	Fray is a man who exudes success with every step and look. He is tall and slender but possesses a fit physique. He had a disciplined lifestyle that struck a balance between the demands of personal fitness and the pressures of the boardroom. Fray's confidence was off the roof, showing in his swaggering walk that conveys his accomplishments.

	His well-tailored black suit tapers down to highlight his athletic form. When he moves, the suit's delicate sheen, which was meticulously made from the finest fabric, catches the light, highlighting Fray's taste in the meticulous craftsmanship and attention to detail that went into its manufacture. He's wearing a clean white shirt underneath, with a sleek, dark tie knotted properly at his throat and its starched collar poking out just above.

	Fray has dark, wavy hair that is expertly groomed with less defined curl patterns and finer strands. His eyes are clear and keen, with a light brown color to them. They have a perceptive knowledge of every detail in the room, accounting for everything and showing a mind that is both strategic and astute.

	Fray has the effortless grace of someone who is used to being in charge. He has perfect posture, never slouches, and seems to be constantly up for a challenge.

	His sparse yet striking accessories include a subtle lapel pin, a silver tie clip, and a pocket square to break up the darkness of his outfit. Carefully chosen, each piece complements his overall fit.

	As he stepped in, he adjusted his cufflinks, a piece of metal that caught the light and gleamed like his watch, while his hands moved with precision.

	“Who's my favorite hermit?” Fray said, chuckling dryly as he approached Frances, giving him a hug. He bobbed his head backwards, with a twist of confusion on his face. “Oh, my, not the musty, acetone smell…” Fray pinched his nose and took a few steps back. 

	“Pure and organic. Couldn't ask for a better smell,” Frances smirked. His eyes remained on the screen as he ran his fingers through it.

	“The Bugs mentioned you got some news…” Fray said, running his eyes through Frances' table. 

	“We've agreed not to call our experts Bugs, Fray. It pisses them off.”

	“Oh, don't be too sentimental, Frank. It'll stick. You'll see: The Bugs of Nanotechnology,” Fray stated while forming a rainbow in the air with his hands. 

	Frances chuckled, “Sounds like something nobody's going to want close to their skin.”

	“It's an in-house name, Frank… you know, to prompt the spirit of oneness and wholeness…”

	“Yeah right.” Frances painted his eyes on the screen while Fray moved around his holographic desk.

	The holographic desk perfectly captures the essence of Frances’ office. The desk was a mix of light and substance coming together in perfect harmony and it was positioned in the middle of the office.

	It was made of sleek, minimalist materials and appears to float effortlessly in midair. On its surface were a mix of irregular things, each pulsating with a bright vitality, hinting at the abundance of information housed in the desk. The holographic files projected above its surface, suspended in midair like airy apparitions.

	The holographic files were a smooth amalgamation of contemporary and historical files nestled to the cusp of their details.

	The distinction between virtual simulation and physical reality is blurred as real-world objects interact with their holographic counterparts. The desk held some physical objects and some holographic decor. 

	There were several clip notes, a notepad, and a holographic pen for digital non-fungible signatures. Close by, a holographic plant sways softly in a fictitious breeze, its artificially created leaves glittering with a lifelike brilliance.

	Fray’s eyes, however, fell on Frances' favorite indulgence: his candies scattered all over the table. The colorful fruity candies, alongside the chocolate, pop sweets, and chewies glowed vividly in the holographic light of the desk. 

	He found some gummy bears with an unearthly sheen and threw some in his mouth.

	“And he threw the musty gummy bears in his mouth,” Frances said dryly as his fingers pinched and dragged some items on the screen.

	“Kinda tastes great,” Fray said as he continued running his hands through Frances’ holographic files on his holographic desk

	“I must say, Frances, you have a lot on your plate. Why would Tricia store them up for you without attending to them?”

	“We haven't gotten the time to go through them together.”

	“Upcoming files from the NSCC. File summary: Request for signature required to execute Nanotechnology in NSCC military research facilities,” Frances A.I. assistant, Tricia, announced with her signature warm voice. The office was filled with the sound of her voice, which had a synthesized yet pleasing rhythm.

	A faint wave of energy rippled across the surface of the holographic desk. A holographic replica of a file materialized with a delicate gesture, floating above the desk like a shimmering ghost. 

	“The Niaverine Scientific Collaboration Center (NSCC)” glowed boldly on it.

	The file displayed the NSCC's distinctive emblem, its digital imprint glowing subtly. 

	Fray flicked a light to access the holographic file. He made subtle movements with his fingers to manipulate the holographic file, allowing him to easily and precisely navigate through its contents. Data visualizations, graphs, and charts popped open in the air, each carefully designed to effectively communicate important information.

	“Returned file to spam, Tricia. I'm not ready for that now,” Frances cuts in absentmindedly.

	“Woah, woah woah.” Fray snatched the file before it sank into a space in the desk with numerous files arranged in it to the brim.

	“It's the NSCC, for goodness' sake. You can't just brush that off,” Fray said to Frances. “How come I don't know about this?” Fray asked, looking around the room, asking Tricia.

	“Mr. Frances Smith is in charge of approving such decisions before they come to you. Since it was patented in the year 2988, the Nanotechnological outcome now belongs to Mr. Frances Smith after winning the court case against—”

	“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know the story.” Fray turned to Frances with the file still in his hands. “How long have you known about this? I heard Tricia say this wasn't the first time the most powerful government agency in Niaverine is requesting.”

	Frances sighed and turned around. “Throw that in the spam, Fray. I'm not ready for this.”

	“Yes, you are. Look, I came with more.”

	Fray flipped a small, finely crafted instrument in his hands, so its metallic surface caught the ambient light in the office. The holographic interface activated as he did so, sending the files spinning into the air, their bright forms vibrating with an energy that seemed otherworldly. They aligned themselves in an ideal grid as they rose, their digital contents glimmering with a brightness like that of little stars on Earth. 

	The holographic files appeared to come to life as Fray got closer, swiping through them. Their computer interfaces react to his touches with smoothness and responsiveness.

	The holographic files opened with every touch and swipe, revealing a plethora of data contracts, proposals, and notes.

	“Here are several proposals from several companies begging for partners, dying to get your ink on their files.”

	Frances ignored Fray as he continued working on the research findings in front of him. 

	Fray walked up to his spam folder. He tapped it, making the files float up in the air. There were so many of them that the floating files went up the ceiling.

	“This is ridiculous, Frank… when will you get a chance to look over these proposals? It's the same few companies that have been sending different types of proposals for about a month now!” 

	Fray was a great person, but a few things he did pissed Frances off. First, calling him Frank. Fray had this thing for naming people against their will. He keeps up the label for so long that such a person either feels it has stuck and moves on with it or remains pissed for as long as Fray keeps muttering a name they are not.

	Fray was the CEO of Nanofuse. He was assigned to making sure all employees, contractors, and partners were happy, satisfied, and updated on any changes. He was also involved in creating new ideas with Frances and bringing them to life.

	Fray has been his business partner for ten years now, which means he should care about keeping the company running on every fuel and oil it requires, but Frances is beginning to wonder if Fray cares more about keeping himself up and running than the company. 

	“We've talked about this, Fray. For the millionth time, I'm not partnering with a company with shady track records… please go away,” Frances said dryly. He crossed one hand over his chest while the other hand ran through his chin as he looked at the screen in contemplation.

	“Look, Frank, I know how fundamentalist you are about ethics. I know… I know. Here…” Fray lowered the floating files onto Frances’ desk and tapped the tool in his hands again. It brought out a list of files. Frances' eyes remained fixed on his screen, ignoring Fray.

	“I've taken time out of my busy schedule to look into these proposals. I think certain ones may be good to go with. Look…” Fray pinched some of the holographic files, expanding them. “The Transhuman Association of SpeedTech. They made disabled people walk. Here… look… clean track records and all.”

	Frances continued working with his back against Fray, ignoring him. Fray gave a dry chuckle again. “Frank, we could try to work something out with one or two of the companies. This is a good opportunity to instill our values in these projects. Spread the gospel of Nanotechnology and all its righteousness.”

	Frances heaved an exhausted sigh. Fray had this thing for tackling him with demands when he was most worn out and just wanted to escape from everything called work. But he wasn't stupid either. This was Fray's way of getting him to say yes. 

	Frances turned around to Fray. His face lit up like the gleeful enthusiast he is. Of course, he doesn't care about whether a disabled person is able to walk. There was something in it for him. Frances’ skeptical gaze remained on Fray. 

	Fray straightened up, and his lit face descended into a frown, knowing Frances could see right through him. “Of course, there is a billion Nives in it for us…” 

	Frances rolled his eyes and turned around. There it is, he thought.

	“… but… but, but, think of what a billion Nive would do in NanoFuse? We don’t have to handle operations like it's the 2500s anymore. It's the year 3000, Frank. When will you wake up to this?”

	“Oh, so I'm old school for not wanting people to buy me out?” Frances dragged some files into a sealed safe on the screen.

	With a swift motion, he returned to his home screen, and a decelerating motion picture of his wife Naomi appeared. She was smiling with her dark, rich ebony silky skin that sparkled once the sun touched it. She exudes a great presence that captivates everyone with her beauty. Her face is surrounded by the natural beauty created by her hair, which is a crown of tightly curling coils. Every curl has a flawless form that exudes vitality and volume. Naomi’s eyes are a dark brown color with glimmering gold. They were big and expressive. With a single glance, Naomi's warm and piercing stare says a thousand words—one thing Frances loves about her.

	Their bright, energetic, and light-hearted daughter, Gege, was curled up in Naomi's arms, her head against her breast. Gege looked up at the universe in wonder and awe, her dark brown eyes flashing with mischief and interest. Her face was framed in a halo of youthful energy by her double afro puff ponytail.

	Her hair is always well-styled, and it's frequently accessorized with vibrant headbands or bows that capture her imaginative and lighthearted personality.

	Gege has smooth, dark brown skin that is rich and glowing, like her mother's. Her smile, with its many gaps and missing teeth, emitted a purity and innocence that warmed Frances’ heart more than anything else. Just like her father, she is an intelligent young girl who is constantly ready to study and discover new things. 

	When Frances saw the picture of his wife and daughter frozen in time, he experienced a wave of love and gratitude that left him feeling happy and at ease.

	Frances’ mind drifted back to the day the shots were taken—a relaxing afternoon spent in the warmth of the sun and surrounded by the soft hum of nature's symphony. He had used his 2560 decelerating motion camera to capture them.

	He stared at the holographic, delectating image before him. Naomi had cuddled up to Gege, their cheeks flushed with love and happiness as they had a magical moment. 

	Frances had watched his daughter blossom in the years that followed, her laughter adding a joyful and wonder-filled song to their home. He had been amazed at how she had inherited his dimples and Naomi's dark brown eyes, a perfect fusion of their love and dedication. He was filled with amazement and delight at the extraordinary young woman she had grown into as he gazed upon her now, in the holographic image in front of him.

	He was reminded of their connection by the way her soul reflected his own, her limitless curiosity and zeal for life reflecting his own ambitions and emotions. They had traveled the world together, experiencing a great deal of adventure and creating lifelong memories.

	He extended his hand to touch the holographic image in front of him. This sensation left him feeling at ease and satisfied beyond expression. He heaved a sigh of relief as he felt refreshed by the thoughts of his family.

	Frances turned around to Fray, standing behind a stack of see-through holographic files. Frances' gaze bore on him with a questioning look.

	“It's not old school to want the growth of your company. Look at you, Frances…” Fray implied.

	Guess he does know my name, Frances thought sarcastically.

	“… you're wearing yourself out, working the labs tirelessly. With insufficient Bugs around you…”

	“Scientist,” Frances corrected.

	“We have competition, Frank. NanoDawn, XanoNano, and InvincibleFrontiers are everywhere around us, racing to topple us and win the Nanotechnological prize. They are taking all these proposals and all these grants to make their technology bigger than ours.”

	Frances chuckled. “But not better, huh?” He chuckled again and pinched files stacked up in the air away from his view of Fray. “We patented Nanotechnology. Remember, they can't move an inch without our approval.”

	Fray rolled his eyes, dissatisfied. “It's only a matter of time before some foreign espionage group gets their hands on our technology. Or they try to topple us because we are not giving them access to it.”

	“We’ll see about that,” Frances said, and settled into his desk. There was a brief silence in the room before Frances broke it. “I mentioned I had news,” Frances said, smiling. 

	“We made significant progress on the NanoShots. It's still at its most primal, so we have to be careful. But, so far, so good.” 

	Fray looked like he could care less about anything, but the news Frances had just shared. He had his mind elsewhere.

	“I'll also have to decline all these.” Frances gestured at the files still floating in the air. “I'm very careful with these people. They are a sneaky bunch. One day you're a principled man with an image to uphold for your daughter; the next you're compromising on all of the things that you always swore you never would compromise on.” 

	“NanoFuse will progress in due time, the way we always intended it to.”
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	It's been one-hundred and nineteen days since he stepped foot on the porch of his underwater mansion.

	He had Gege's presents in his passenger seat. He thought of the way her face would light up when she saw these. Yet, it was Naomi who filled his mind at that moment. It felt like decades since he had felt the softness of her touch and smelled the vintage perfumes she used on her skin.

	He remembered how terrible he felt the first day he broke up with her in college. She stormed through his room and threw everything everywhere. She broke a few of his instruments and ruined a few test tubes. She had ruined his chances of a revered scholarship and destroyed weeks of his work. Yet when she left his room, a biting punch hit his gut. It felt like a part of him was gone.

	Frances had to run after her. He followed her through the hallways, pleading with her to stop. She did, thankfully. That evening, they had the best makeup sex in their lives. 

	He felt that way in this moment. He had been away from his one missing piece for 119 days and was ready to be reunited again.

	Circling back to reality, Frances drove his car down into a tunnel leading to the garage for the community he lives in. The garage consists of a car holder. When a car is parked on it, a holographic scanner will scan the car and the driver’s NG-Chip located in the arm. When returning for the car, the same holographic scanner is used to scan the owner’s NG-Chip in order to reclaim the vehicle. 

	At the garage, there’s a floor-escalator that takes you to the lobby of the community. This is where the elevator that travels deeper underground is located. There are eight floors, and each floor represents a different level of the ultra-class. The deeper down, the richer they are. Frances lives on the sixth-floor. 

	Since they lived underwater, the sun did not reach them. To combat this, there was artificial lighting that imitated the sun and moon. Right now, the evening has fallen on the suburbs, casting a hazy twilight over the streets. 

	After dropping his car off, he got on the highspeed floor-escalator traveling to the community’s lobby, where the elevator was waiting. However, as he approached it, a man in a dark gray suit and a black hat, holding a briefcase, appeared seemingly out of nowhere. 

	The mysterious figure was awaiting his approach, giving him a slight wave accompanied by a small friendly smile. His presence seemed out of place in the calm atmosphere of the evening.

	Hesitantly, Frances continues to approach the elevator, staying on alert for the stranger. 

	The man remained relentless as he moved forward to intercept Frances, his eyes lighting up with expectation. "Excuse me, sir," he said as his voice echoed. "I hope I'm not interrupting anything important, but I couldn't help but notice that you seem like a man who appreciates innovation and forward-thinking."

	Frances stopped dead in his tracks, staring at the stranger in front of him with a bewildered expression on his brow. "I'm sorry, do I know you?" he questioned, a trace of mistrust in his voice.

	With a warm smile growing across his face, the man shook his head. "No, we haven't yet had the opportunity to meet. I'm Mr. Thomas, and I work with a team of businesspeople who are creating a novel technology that we think has the power to completely change the sector."

	Frances felt a glimmer of intrigue light within him at the idea of groundbreaking technology. He was constantly searching for fresh concepts and inventions that could help his business, NanoFuse, achieve greater success. But as Mr. Thomas went on, describing his plan in cryptic language, Frances felt a wave of anxiety rising.

	Frances cut in, his tone stern but kind, "I appreciate your enthusiasm, Mr. Thomas, but I don't take pitches or proposals outside my workplace. NanoFuse is currently not taking any business meetings, especially unsolicited ones."

	Though Mr. Thomas' smile wavered a little, he continued regardless of Frances’ rejection. With an urgent tone, he implied, "I know you're hesitant, but I promise this idea is worth your time." He brought his suitcase forward. "It's a game-changer Frances, one that could transform the industry overnight."

	Frances was unfazed. His tone hardened as he replied, "I'm sorry, Mr. Thomas, but I have to insist that you leave. Again, thank you for your enthusiasm. However, unsolicited business pitches are subject to severe restrictions at my office. You understand, I'm sure."

	Mr. Thomas' face clouded with a glint of frustration as he realized Frances would not be persuaded. His voice trailed with desperation as he begged, "Please, Frances, just give me a minute of your time. I promise you won't regret it."

	However, Frances was done listening. He abruptly stopped Mr. Thomas, firmly establishing his authority. "Listen! I need you out of here immediately. If you refuse to comply, I'll have no choice but to call the authorities, or I'll remove you myself."

	Mr. Thomas held up both of his hands, not wanting to cause any trouble. Mr. Thomas hesitated for a while, his eyes darting erratically from Frances to the elevator behind him. Suddenly, his shoulders dropping in surrender, he nodded in defeat with a defeated sigh. 

	"Very well, Frances," he murmured with a hint of mischief in his voice. "I'll let you spend your evening alone. But don't hesitate to contact me if you ever decide to change your mind.” He handed Frances a flier. “I genuinely think that this concept has the power to alter the course of history."

	With that, Mr. Thomas pivoted on his heel and moved on, disappearing into the shadows. A wave of discomfort passed through Frances as he watched him go; he shivered with uneasiness. He couldn't escape the notion that Mr. Thomas' suggestion was not what it seemed. So, he looked down at the flier. 

	There was signage from the NSCC that shook him to his core. Frances ran towards where the man had left, but the man was nowhere to be found. He recalled the mental image of the man. With his long dark gray suit and a black hat, he seemed to have long blonde hair that flowed from his dark hat. His eyes were a strange blue color. He had never seen such a color blue. It looked to be a mix of different shades of blue that glowed even in the shadows beneath his hat. His teeth looked rough and rugged on the downside, though they were neatly aligned on the upper side. Like he used teeth-straightener only on his upper teeth and not the bottom.

	He noticed the man’s briefcase. It was a snake leather briefcase. It didn’t look heavy, almost like it floated in the air holding nothing in its clutches. The man swung the briefcase and moved with a swagger like he owned the oxygen around. That was contradictory for someone who was out to get sponsorship and collaboration. He seemed settled in an eerie way.

	The whole encounter struck him as unsettling. If they knew exactly where he or his family lived, he could put them all in danger by going in. Despite the massive security system he has, Frances never believed it would be enough. 

	Regardless of having a literal underwater mansion, this doesn’t sit right with Frances’ soul. Agencies all over the world are pissing themselves to get him to accept their proposal. A proposal that could change the world of Nanotechnology. A proposal that could change their world. 

	All it takes is for them to get a hold of Naomi or Gege, and they'll have him wrapped around their fingers. He tapped the NF-Pods in his ears twice, making Tricia respond.

	“How can I help you, Frances?” Tricia responded

	“Get Naomi on the line,” Frances said, looking around him secretively.

	Naomi's image appeared in a holographic form in front of him. 

	“Frances, where are you?” Naomi looked around him. “Why are you still out in the lobby?”

	“Naomi… listen to me. I can't return home… I think the NSCC has their eyes on me. I don't want to risk anything with you guys…”

	“Baby…” Naomi said as she was trying to find words; tears streamed in her eyes. She understood the nature of Frances’ job, the risk associated with it, and why Nanotechnology needs to be prevented from falling into the wrong hands. However, she wanted her husband home, where he could be safe from everything. “Baby, you'll be safe at home. Just come home, please.” 

	“Bae… bae. Listen. You won't be leaving the house anytime soon, okay!? Just stay with Gege. I promise I'll handle it and be back home as soon as I can.”

	Frances quickly ended the call, and ran back to the community’s garage. He passed the route where he saw the man go, but the man yet again, was nowhere to be found. It seemed like he had vanished into thin air.

	Frances looked at the flier again. It was the same project from the NSCC that was sent to his desk for the 20th time that week. “Looks like I have some desperate people on my tail.” Frances slid into the driver's seat of his sleek vehicle and zoomed off.

	Frances pressed the pedal gently, and his vehicle slid into a faster motion, its quiet electric engine humming along with the beat of the city. 

	Buildings towered overhead as he made his way through the busy road. The smooth surfaces of the buildings, suspended in midair and sparkling with rainfall under the neon glow, created an allure of the heavenlines.

	There was a symphony of sights and sounds filling the city streets, enveloping anyone who walked through it in a sensual embrace. People walking down the walkways had their faces lit up by the holographic ads that covered every accessible surface. The city was filled with a display of colors and pictures as the holographic projections, which ranged in size from massive billboards to tiny storefront displays.

	He was inundated with images and messages everywhere he looked, all competing for his attention with an almost overpowering intensity.

	Plants filled the streets on every corner and every house. Some created a fence-like border around various buildings. The city burst with greenery. 

	Under the neon lights, the rain-soaked pavement glistened, reflecting the brilliant display overhead like a mirror to the sky. 

	Frances looked around continuously, to be certain he wasn't followed. He turned on his tracker to see if anyone was on his trial.

	“There's no stalker within the vicinity, Mr. Frances,” Tricia announced. But Frances wasn't satisfied. 

	The clouds looked heavily pregnant with rain, and as soon as their formation was noticed, an outpour began making the city shine like liquid silver under the neon lights.

	He melted into the stream of traffic, with his vehicle zipping through the pouring rain. Raindrops fell rhythmically, creating glistening reflections on the wet concrete underneath. As the droplets hit the earth, they gleamed like tiny jewels.

	Finally arriving back to NanoFuse, Frances pulled into the self-parked car escalator in the company’s covered garage.

	There were a few essential workers, alongside the standby A.I. assistant, in their posts, attending to their duties quietly, when Frances walked in. The workers were all surprised to see him. “You're here so soon, Mr. Frances. What happened to the dinner date with your family tonight?” One of the essential workers asked. Frances ignored her and everyone else, barging into his office and crashing on his chair. He was wet and more exhausted than he had ever felt all day.

	He was tired, yet he couldn't sleep. He couldn't manage a maximum of three hours of sleep for the past four weeks now. Frances felt a wave of insomnia hit him. “Maybe I was paranoid,” he said, when he felt the tranquility of his office wash over him. It's crazy how much he trusts the safety of his office more than that of his home. Maybe it's because he does not have much to lose here. 

	Everything about NanoFuse is stored right in the palm of his hand. If the office blows up right now, everything about NanoFuse will still be insured.

	He tapped his NF-Pods.

	Frances’ ‘NF-Pods’ is an exclusive earpiece created by his company, NanoFuse. It is surgically implanted in the inner surface of the ear and is small and hardly noticeable unless you know what you are looking for. It can change to speaker mode in order for others nearby to hear phone calls or other interactions. It also has the feature of connecting to various personal electronics including cars, house appliances, A.I., and vehicles.

	“How can I help you, sir?” Tricia responded immediately.

	He thought about calling Naomi to tell her everything was fine and he must have freaked out over nothing and would love to come back home. Yet he wondered, what if he was right? The way the man looked from the elevator back to him unsettled him. 

	“Tricia, find the identity of the man we spoke with this evening at the community’s lobby of my house.”

	“I did that already, seeing how unsettled you were. I have combed all local and government records. I'm afraid Mr. Thomas doesn't exist.”

	“That's impossible,” Frances interjected. He placed his hands in his pocket and brought out the flier. “Here, check out this flier. The non-existent Mr. Thomas gave us this, remember? What does it mean? Who is it from?”

	 “I will answer your question in a minute, Mr. Frances. However, the necessity is placed for me to be concerned about your health. I have made observations on your blood pressure. There have been a series of fluctuations over the past few weeks. However, now I presently notice there is a consistent elevation, which can lead to a chain of difficulties dealing with your heart, brain, and kidneys. There is also a steady increase in adrenaline and cortisol. Your heart rate has rapidly increased, your blood vessels are constricting, and your blood pressure is spiking at a fleeting rate,” Tricia said.

	Frances rubbed his head, feeling irritated.

	“Furthermore,” Tricia continued, “Your lack of sleep has disrupted your body's natural rhythms and impairs its ability to regulate your blood pressure effectively. Which has disrupted your ‘Circadian Rhythm’.”

	“I asked a question, Tricia, just get to it,” Frances snapped.

	Energized by his anger, Frances knew this feeling all too well. Exhaustion had seeped into his bones, and it was only a matter of time before his body shutdown.

	“Sorry, Mr. Frances.” Right on his holographic 4D screen appeared a wide range of data and images. “The image on the flier can be directly linked to the NSCC. However, this image is shrouded in mystery. I can't find a match for this flier in their database. Would you like me to send them an email to confirm if this was them?”

	Frances froze for a moment, with a series of thoughts coursing through his exhausted mind. 

	“Sir, it seems you're a bit distracted. I would like to repeat myself—”

	“No, no, no, Tricia. It's fine.” Frances straightened up. “Maybe it was some bad actor trying to cloak himself with the NSCC.” Frances chuckled. He yawns loudly. “I’m so tired right now…” Frances could feel his eyes beginning to get heavy.

	“I'll make you some fresh coffee, sir. Just how you like it,” Tricia said while Frances fell on his chair. A coffee logo blinked rapidly on his holographic desk and soon came out a steaming coffee in a tray alongside a few edibles.

	“Fray's approaching the door,” Tricia announced.

	Really? Frances thought. What's he doing here at this time? “Let him in,” he said tiredly. He realized he had only informed Fray of the results of their findings. He hadn't delivered the data. Perhaps Fray was here for it.

	The glass door slid open to lighten up the dimly lit room temporarily, revealing Fray. He looked just like he did in the afternoon. Perhaps too sharp at this time of the night, Frances yawned. He felt like his mind was no longer his. He was exhausted.

	“Naomi couldn't stand your musty smell?” Fray gave a dry chuckle and settled in the desk opposite Frances.

	“I think the NSCC is after me. Using advanced transhuman technology.”

	“I doubt it, Frances. That's a myth…”

	Frances glared at him. “… Okay, Mr. I'm exposed to all technological advancements and I want NanoFuse to plunge into the trends.” Frances rolled his eyes and laid his head back on the chair.

	“Oh wow, Frances, that hurts… you really haven't gotten any rest, have you?”

	“I'm just saying they thought transhumanism was a myth a thousand years ago. Now we live in its reality. We breathe its air…”

	“We are talking about advanced transhumanism here. Where a person or an A.I. can alter its features, come to life, and live as a nonexistent person.”

	“It's not far-fetched that the people who could get away with it are doing it…” Frances shut his eyes.

	“Frances… I really think you need some good rest. I'll call Naomi to pick you up…” Fray raised his hands to his NF-Pods.

	“No, no, no. Don't!” Frances sprang to his feet, shaking his hands at Fray. 

	Fray looked at him unsettled and dropped his hands. 

	“I'll spend the night here and then go home early in the morning. I'll take a new route tomorrow,” Frances informed.

	Fray's gaze rested on Frances for a moment. There was a pressing silence in the room that hung on for a while.

	Fray sighed and relaxed in the chair. “If you say so.” Fray unbuttoned his suit and brought out some files. Though they were physical files, they glowed with wired radiance. 

	The wired files have withstood the test of time and have formed the basis of innumerable alliances and agreements throughout the course of centuries of human civilization.

	They were created more than 500 years ago, during a period when humanity was still developing technologically. Then, the wired files were a novel way to bind contracts and agreements with an unbreakable tieback after numerous problems with deep fakes, software hackers, and A.I. impersonators.

	They were similar to the primitive rites that used blood to cement ancient agreements. 

	The files were a combo of the old and new ways: paper and software. It carried the weight of centuries of custom and precedent; they were more than just documents or records: they were reservoirs of trust and accountability. Each had its data stored in complex circuits and wire patterns that prevented any manipulation or forgery.

	The wired files ruled over the affairs of countries and organizations for years, their power reaching well beyond the boundaries of their physical presence. Businesses used them to negotiate contracts and agreements with partners and clients worldwide, while governments relied on them to cement treaties and alliances. It was an essential tool in complex diplomacy and trade, making sure that commitments made were followed.

	On the other hand, wired files started to become less popular as time went on. They were seen as old school, a remnant of a bygone period that had no place in the modern world.

	Yet, they did not completely vanish. They lingered into the 30th century, used mostly by government or espionage agencies to date.

	“No, not the files again, Fray!” Frances mumbled.

	“Well, Frances,” Fray said, irritated, “it's not so much about me or NanoFuse this time. I got an email a week ago and just noticed it as I was skimming through my emails. I would have waited till you were done with your break, but that would have taken an extra week of delay. Based on the purpose of the email. I had to come here the moment you rang back in.”

	“Why didn't I get this in the morning?”

	“I feel like NanoFuse comes first, but not before any charity of some sort.”

	“Charity?”

	“Yes, a non-profit organization for kids reached out in hopes of collaborating. They mentioned they would like to incorporate the use of our Nanotechnology to create prosthetics for the kids.”

	Frances nodded absentmindedly.

	“The communication deadline is today, Frances. Both of our signatures are needed on the paperwork to proceed.”

	Frances’ attention turned to the file. 

	“I have submitted mine. They are waiting for you,” Fray said, as he placed the file on the holographic table and slid it to Frances.

	“Strange, I didn't get my personal copy,” Frances said. 

	“What can I say, Frank? I guess you lost it in your sea of spam.” 

	Frances could tell Fray was beginning to get irritated. He could be overbearing when he was tired. Fray's gaze darted from the holographic table storing thousands of files to Frances. 

	“Funny how we both missed such important emails…” Frances drew the file to himself, trying to go through it. “Woah! It's hideous! Who writes an email in such weird fonts… it's so tiny and… repulsive”

	“I spent the evening reviewing it. There's a lot, but really rich stuff.” Fray snapped his fingers, revealing a ticking clock. We have a minute before the offer expires to oblivion.” Fray looked from the clock to Frances, while Frances was still trying his luck to read the details.

	The more he tries to read through the Curlz MT font, the more he sees himself spiraling slowly into madness. “Well, what's to expect from a non-profit for kids? They hardly get funding these days,” Frances whispered to himself.

	Frances’ mind began to wander into the days when he was at Niaverine University doing drugs with his friends. Yet he felt himself drifting off into a sort of weird fever dream. Everything looked fuzzy and more twisted than smoke curling from a soldering joint. 

	Frances and his friends would wander through the university's hallowed corridors—their brains ablaze with a mix of weed and curiosity. He remained with Tobi, a foreign student who was also his friend while they chased a rainbow dragon they had hallucinated while being blind to the consequences that might be lurking in the shadows.

	Frances saw their dimly lit dorm room was filled with clouds of laughter and smoke. The moon hung low in the sky, and the stars gleamed overhead. The smell of cheap wine and incense filled the air, and an ancient rapper’s name, ‘J Lamar’ soundtrack could be heard pounding through the speakers.

	Amidst their ecstasy, a friend, who he couldn't quite remember his face mentioned a rumor that had been making the rounds at the university. There was a hint that a non-profit organization was requesting drugs for the addicts and less privileged of the world. 

	The rumor embedded itself in their minds and began to fester and grow like a weed in the garden of their thoughts as the night went on, and the cloud of intoxication wrapped around them like a hug.

	Before they knew it, they were traveling through the darkness to reach the storied non-profit that had been calling to them like a siren's song. Their footsteps could be heard echoing through the deserted university campus hallways.

	Upon reaching their location, they were welcomed by a diverse group of misfits and outcasts whose eyes bleed red like the now extinct ‘Red-eyed Crocodile Skink’. 

	They were met with the harsh reality that the non-profit was nothing more than con artists who weren’t even college students but were leveraging on the sympathy of high college students. The drugs were not donated to other fellow addicts; they were used by the red-eyed goblins cowering in the darkness like city snakes waiting on their prey. 

	The thoughts of this made Frances chuckle out of his mind. He chuckled so loudly that his fellow high men and high con artists joined him laughing till the flames of their joints almost caught up with their brains.

	“Frances!” Fray snapped Frances back to the room. 

	“We have less than ten-seconds left. Sign the damn thing.”

	Frances looked at Fray, confused. 

	“I want to get it faxed over right away before the organization closes today,” Fray sighed wearily. 

	“Oh…” Frances quickly took his holographic pen and signed. 

	“It goes right to twelve pages,” Fray said, setting the paper he signed aside for the new one. Frances signed as quickly as he could. When he was done, Fray quickly withdrew the wired papers.

	“I know where your ethics are, Frances. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that aligns with their vision for NanoFuse Technology. I'm so glad that we didn’t miss it.” 

	Frances nodded absentmindedly. “Do people still use wired papers? It's weird they sent it using such ancient documents. They must mean business,” Frances chuckled. 

	“I'm glad I could help. Tell them I can't wait for the various projects we'll be seeing together.”

	Fray nodded. He got up to his feet and left. Frances lowered his back into his chair, and in a split second, he fell asleep. 
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	ix years later…

	The class had been on going for over two hours. Frances pinched and scrolled through the flickering holographic icons and files around him. He knew his students were getting weary of all his technical jargon, so he thought he could fit in some lighthearted banter with his students. 

	“Alright, I can tell you guys wish to put me on mute, so if you have any questions, here is your chance, shoot.” A few of his students raised their hands.

	“Yes, Johnson?” Frances pointed.

	“I’d like for you to elaborate on the minimal chemical component of the fuse you referred to in Section Eight.” Everyone groaned in annoyance.

	“That's alright. See me after class.” Frances took another look around, seeing that there were more raised hands.

	“Yes, Sandra?”

	“Okay, this question seems totally out of tune with the class, but here we go. What do you think about the abolishment of the jail system happening today, and what do you think they will replace the jail system with?” 

	Wow, I guess we are going there, Frances thought.

	“I don't know, Sandra. I wasn't even aware of it until you pointed it out. I thought they mentioned something about that taking place in another ten years or so…” 

	“Nope, it's today.” 

	“Why do you think this is relevant to the class?” 

	“Well sir, this is totally a conspiracy theory, but I don't think the government will let a powerful system of control such as the jail system go without replacing it with something very powerful and more menacing…” 

	“Like the minimal chemical fuse we just talked about?” The classroom immediately filled with laughter. 

	Sandra only gave a quick chuckle. “Well, if you say so, sir.” 

	“Anyone else?…” The class was quiet. A beep went off. “Oh, look. Times up.” Frances gave a lighthearted chuckle while flipping his holographic switch, making all the files and illustrations floating in the air descend and compress into the tool in his hands. 

	The students who were also convened among holographic icons and tools switched off their screens. Some rose up to leave, while others stayed for greetings and exchanges.

	The class became crowded as the noise from the greetings and after-class meetings boiled into the air. 

	His employment with Greenstone Ravarine University has been six years now. He had taken a leave from NanoFuse and had been occupied with this lately. It was a good way to pass the time and impart knowledge. Gege is going to be a teenager next year, and he would like to interact with young people, and see their perspective on life so he knows the perspective of the future. 

	She had already started showing interest in his field, and he needed a platform to practice and stretch his teaching skills. So far, it has been great. The young people were thoroughly pessimistic. He had never seen a generation so pessimistic about life since the Gen Alpha of the mid-2000s that he had read about in high school. Well, they had a reason to be. They were the first generation to be infused into the early technological culture, which is now called ‘The Internet’.

	Frances worries for Gege and these young folks. Not because he wasn't a pessimist himself, but because they had more than enough reason to be pessimistic. The Central Governing Body of Niaverine, which owns more than half of the world now, has been bringing in new and bigger policies that only resist their rights more and more. 

	Since they were all based in the capital of the world power for five centuries now, they would be the first to experience these drastic policies. 

	After his experience with the NSCC six years ago at his doorstep, he had been wary of getting involved with any government agency or project.

	Frances gathered his notes. He took his black jacket hanging on a chair, flung it over his shoulder, and hung his sunglasses right on top of his head, tucked right behind his ears. He was preparing to leave. “Leaving so soon, Professor Frances?” Pandora, one of his students, said as she stepped forward to greet him.

	She was his favorite student so far in class, as she caught up with all his updates on the lecture. Sometimes he is tempted to think she had some Neurolink gadget implanted in her mind. But Pandora is only sixteen. She'll be given a chance to get her own Neurolink when she reaches the legal age required. 

	“Yes, Pandora. I have three humans awaiting my return to our sanctuary.”

	Pandora chuckled. “Well, you better hurry then. I trust our Nano-Fusion project is going fine?”

	Frances nodded knowingly. “Indeed, I'd love for Gege to be more involved with us. She both loves having you around and testing Nano-Fusion on pure hybrid mice.” 

	Pandora rolled her eyes playfully and smiled. “I'll keep that in mind when you make me fill in those rigorous Nano codes as my homework.” She turned around and walked out of the class.
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	Frances got into his car and drove towards his home, thinking of his wife, Naomi, and rubbing her stomach when he got there. Naomi and Frances will be expecting their baby in five months, on the sixteenth day, in the eighteenth hour of the day. 

	Frances and Naomi were fired up for another child, despite childbearing being out of fashion. They were an old-school couple who did things the old-school way. Gege called them ancients because of how much they brag about their ways.

	In this day and age, the normal way of having a baby is to use a 'Micro Baby Chamber' which is a two-sided cup that's placed in the woman and safely pulls the egg into one side, catches the sperm from the opposite side, and merges and freezes them. This is then given to the doctor to keep it in an artificial light for warmth, while the Micro Baby Chamber develops the full baby to the normal starting age of one-year-old, in a month timeframe.

	There was a hint of nervousness in Frances, but there was a consolation in the fact that he had been here before with Gege. 

	“It would be a smooth process, and both mother and child would be fine,” the doctor had informed them.

	It had to be, especially with the million Nives he wires into Naomi's upkeep and safety for the children's breeding and birthing process. 

	“You can still consider the ultra-nanny option if you have your doubts,” the doctor added.

	“No, we love this. We had our first daughter this way, and we'll have the rest of our children this way,” Naomi said, petting Frances’ hand. The doctor raised his eyebrows. 

	“Child, you mean? The rest of your child, not children.” 

	Naomi and Frances chuckled nervously. “Child, of course,” Naomi said, nodding and smiling. She had this plastic smile on her face that came up when she wished to say something, but chose not to.

	“Yes… you know, childbirth limit… government…” the doctor joined in on her nervous chuckle.

	The Niaverine birth limit for couples like them who earn over a million Nives per month was two. For those below, they are either given the option of one or none, depending on their acceptable financial status to the Niaverine government.

	With the setting sun disappearing beyond the horizon, leaving lengthy shadows on the pavement, Frances was lost in his own thoughts as he made his way through the quiet roads of the city. 

	However, he was taken aback when he noticed flashing lights behind him, upsetting the peace of the night. He was perplexed as to why he was being pulled over. He jerked his car to the side of the road and came to a halt. His pulse skipped a beat, with the anxiety in the pit of his stomach coiling like a serpent.

	With the last of the dusk light illuminating him, the police officer stepped out of the shadows. With deliberate strides, he walked up to Frances’ driver’s window, his demeanor was casual but commanding.

	"Good evening, sir," the officer said in a steady, composed voice. "May I see your license and registration, please?" Despite his tall appearance, the officer has the most juvenile face Frances has ever seen on a cop. His voice sounded deep enough for one to tell he was just emerging from the other side of puberty. 

	The cop's eyes were deep blue, and his hair was platinum blonde. Right around his mouth, tinges of a mustache were springing up. Frances could tell this young man had been begging for his mustache to grow out, proving him to be a complete man to his peers.

	Frances ignored the tinge of anxiety he felt and rummaged through his wallet to find the essential documents. "Is there a problem, officer?" Despite his attempts, his mind was racing. 

	With a comforting smile teasing the edges of his mouth, the officer shook his head. "No, not at all," he answered back. "I just noticed that you ran a stop sign back there, and I wanted to give you a friendly warning."

	"Oh, I’m sorry about that.” He paused to turn over a small chip with his initials on it, which contained his license and registration information. “I had a long day, and I guess I wasn't fully paying attention."

	The officer dismissed his apology with a wave of his hand. "Don't worry," he said. “Everybody has their time. You should be set to go after I run your tag in accordance with regular procedure. No harm, no foul."

	Frances reclined in his seat as the officer withdrew to his patrol car to perform the appropriate inspections. 

	He sat there for some minutes, waiting for the young officer to come around, yet there seemed to be a delay. Frances glanced back several times, trying to check out what was going on. 

	His anxiousness was growing with every second that went by, his mind whirling with a thousand potential outcomes. Why is the cop taking so long? Was he requesting assistance? With the ferocity of his terror, more questions whirled around in his thoughts like a storm.

	He watched nervously as the seconds became minutes. The atmosphere surrounding him appeared to get denser. He had a sinking feeling that something wasn't right.

	Since he could no longer stand the uncertainty, Frances unbuckled his seatbelt and got out of the vehicle, keeping his eyes focused on the patrol car parked a short distance away. As he drew closer, the tension in the nighttime air was palpable.

	Abruptly, the patrol car door flew open, and the officer stepped out with his face twisted with rage. Frances went to speak, however, the officer's hand darted out and his fingers curled around the grip of a handgun holstered at his side before he could respond. 

	Frances felt time slow down to a crawl as his mind tried to process the sudden intensity of the situation.

	Quickly, he threw his hands up in the air, giving a frantic wave of surrender. "What are you doing?” he demanded. His voice shook with a mix of wonder and dread, and his heart hammered like a drum inside his ears.

	The cop raised the semi-automatic Plasma Handgun towards Frances’ chest. His glare was so hard and cruel that Frances wondered if he was the same juvenile cop he had met minutes ago.

	"Don't move," he said, as his eyes narrowed. "You're being arrested right here and now." His strong voice shattered the air like a jet in the sky. 

	Frances felt a rush of panic wash over him as he tried to process what the officer had said. Arrested? For what purpose? He searched his mind for an answer, but all he could muster was a disorienting haze of jumbled memories and undeveloped ideas.

	“But, officer," he begged, "I haven't done anything improper. All I did was run a stop sign. Please, you need to trust me.” Frances' face was laced with desperation as he kept his hands up in surrender. 

	However, the cop maintained a hardened demeanor and a firm hold on the Plasma Gun. "I don't have to believe anything," he shouted out in a disdainful tone. "I have my orders, and you're coming with me, whether you like it or not."

	The officer matched him, with his gun still pointed right at his chest. 

	"Officer, I don't understand! What have I done?! I haven't broken any laws."

	But the officer ignored Frances’ question. His demeanor was unreadable. With a tone devoid of compromise, he commanded, “Turn around. Chest to the car. Now!"

	Frances reluctantly followed through, stepping out onto the pavement, his legs feeling like lead. With his hand resting on the back of his head, he turned around to the cop's car looking as the officer approached him.

	"I'm aware of all the many crimes you've committed," his words striking Frances’ already raw nerves. "And there's video evidence to prove it." 

	“What crimes?!” Frances' thoughts were racing. He was an ordinary guy trying to get by in the restricted life the Niaverine government had created. He was just as law-abiding as the next guy. 

	The officer chuckled gravely. “Oh, you want them listed out?” He asked as he cuffed Frances' hands. The officer brought out his smart holographic screen and read out the contents in it. 

	“Mr. Frances Smith, you are charged with fraudulent deals against the Niaverine government, illegally trafficking Nanotechnology-based products or materials on the black market, manufacturing and distributing illegal drugs enhanced with Nanotechnology to enhance potency, alter effects, or evade detection by law enforcement authorities. 

	Releasing self-replicating nanobots into ecosystems—to disrupt natural processes, contaminate water supplies, or destroy crops, causing ecological devastation and widespread harm to wildlife and habitats.

	Creating and deploying nanobots programmed to inflict harm or damage on targets, such as: assassinations, sabotage, or acts of terrorism.” The officer read in one breath.

	Frances felt his heart fall like a stone on the dashboard of the patrol cruiser as these allegations were read against him.

	“You definitely have the wrong person, officer!” Frances snapped.

	“Oh, you think so,” the officer said with a malicious smirk on his face. He widened his smart holographic screen to a bigger screen with a pinch of his finger. The holographic screen fuzzed and glitched several times due to this, but the officer was full of passion and relentless in his pursuit.

	Frances stood there, his head spinning with doubt and confusion and his heart beating vigorously in his chest. With astonished stillness, he focused his gaze on the screen the officer presented to him.

	A sinking feeling knotted up in his stomach; Frances was very familiar with the sights on the screen. It was him, or at least a strikingly similar-looking person, doing things he couldn't understand. 

	"Isn't that you?" The cop pointed to the holographic screen, questioning in an accusing tone. 

	Frances was desperate to find the right words to defend himself, and his throat was raw with desperation. "No, no, you don't understand," he begged, a hint of fear in his voice. "I can't possibly be the one. I promise I'm not aware of what's happening. I'm not guilty."

	Despite Frances’ pleas and objections, the officer's demeanor remained neutral and chilly. His tone was persistent as he pressed on, "But is this you on these videos?"

	Frances hesitated and looked back at the screen with his thoughts racing as he attempted to make sense of the impossibly real facts that the holographic screen was presenting to him. No matter how hard he wanted to, he was powerless to ignore what his own eyes were telling him. There was not a single element that did not identify the guy on the screen as being him.

	Frances nodded, his heart heavy and his soul filled with a sinking sense of resignation. "Yes," he tentatively said in a whisper. "But—"

	The police interrupted Frances before he could complete his statement, hitting Frances' already fractured sense of reality with a hammer blow. 

	"That's all the confession we needed from you," he triumphantly said with a sly smirk playing at the edges of his mouth. "With a confession and evidence like this, you'll be booked, seen by a judge, and given the NanoShot in less than twenty-four hours."

	“What?!” Frances interjected as the officer slammed his face on the patrol vehicle.

	“Quiet now, Mr. Smith. You don't want your sentence any quicker than the stipulated time.” With his hands cuffed, the officer pulled him back, opened the door, and pushed him inside. Frances stumbled into the passage seat like a trash bag dumped in a minefield. 

	The officer slammed the door behind him and walked around the car to the driver's seat, humming happily to himself. “This is the most exciting first day on a job I’ve ever had.” Frances heard him say. He got into the driver's seat and zoomed off.

	A billion thoughts coursed through Frances’ mind. What NanoShot was the officer talking about? Neither the government nor anyone on Earth or Mars had any right to use his NanoShots without his consent. Who was the person on the screen? How did he get himself into this? Was someone framing him? But who? 

	He wanted to pour all these questions on the rookie officer, but the car was blazing with hard rock music that took over the car and drowned out his voice. 

	Frances tried to rub the energy-cuffs against the tongue of his shoes to create friction to reduce the strength of it, making it easier to break through. He tried multiple times but to no avail.

	What was he going to tell Naomi and Gege? He just got whisked away by a random rookie, who he was sure couldn't tell the state of Niaverine on the map, taking away and giving his NanoShots without a lawyer or a plea. This was ridiculous. 

	The rookie had no idea who he was. Suddenly, the music was cut short abruptly with a holographic pop-up on the screen of the car. 

	“There is a robbery and battering going on at angle 23X05, Travine Street. Another bot malice on a human female; code number X0245_1,” the A.I. respondents read.

	“Wow, that's rough,” the juvenile cop said absentmindedly. “Wait, you need me to go there?” He said, snapping back to his senses. 

	“Officer Reese Brown, you're expected to be on the premises in thirty-minutes. Your countdown starts now, or else your points will be deducted for today.”

	“No… no… no. Not going to have that. I have just enough points to get a raise,” the officer said, as he swirled the wheels around making Frances tumble onto the other end of the seat. 

	Frances straightened up when they hit the straight express road. “How much do you get for a raise?” Frances questioned.

	“About 0.5 percent. It goes a long way…” the officer said absentmindedly again. Suddenly, his eyes widened in shock, and he turned around. “Wait, are you trying to bribe me?!”

	“No no… I'm not. I just have a lot of questions…”

	“Ah..ha. Add bribery to the list.“ The officer tapped his holographic screen. “The price tag on you is massive, sir. I cannot believe fortune favored me to be the one to get you.” He zoomed further into the distance.

	Things would have been easier if they were not bolting off at such an alarming speed. The rookie wouldn't notice Frances trying to release himself from the energy-cuffs, with all that music blaring. 

	The A.I. assistant interrupted his thoughts. “We are right at the location, Officer Reese Brown. Pullover, now.” Officer Brown slammed his hands on the brake. Making Frances shoot forward, almost hitting his hands against the shield in front of him. 

	Without a thought, Officer Brown skipped out of the car, forgetting to slam the door behind him as he ran out to a nearby store with his plasma gun in his hands. 

	Without hesitation, Frances tried to unlock the vehicle from his side, but it wouldn’t budge. 

	“Tricia…” Frances tapped his NF-Pods. 

	“Oh my, Mr. Frances. You're far away from home and locked up in a—”

	“We'll talk about that later. Ignite laser beams.”

	“If you're trying to cut through the energy-cuffs, I've done that.” Frances looked down at his hands and saw the energy-cuffs had been neutralized, and the source chip holding it together had been sliced. 

	“However, I can't cut through a patrol vehicle. It will sound an alarm that will put you in more danger. I can, however, trick the vehicle's program into compliance,” Tricia said. “Give me a minute, Mr. Frances.”

	Frances thanked heaven he had installed an A.I. manipulation software in Tricia. Frances spent just as much time creating Nanotechnology as he did creating his personal A.I. assistant, Tricia, she was by far one of a kind.

	The car beeped, making the passenger seat pop open. Frances looked around the city carefully, making sure there were no eyes around watching his footsteps. “You have about thirty seconds, sir, before the man next to the trash can moves his eyes and catches your movements. For the rest, the road is clear,” Tricia said.

	Without hesitation, Frances jumped out of the car and ran off into a corner in the street to hide. He heard the sounds of gunshots, people screaming, and police sirens.

	“Damn erratic rookie,” Frances muttered under his breath. He noticed Tricia didn't convince the operational cop A.I. to shut the door after he ran off. 

	“Oh shit, Tricia!” Frances darted off further into the corner running as fast as his legs could lift him. He heard yelling in the distance.

	“Hey! Where is he?! A convicted felon has escaped!”

	That was the erratic rookie's voice. He wasn't about to wait to know what Officer Brown had for him. Other cop vehicles swarm around the area like bees, buzzing as they comb the atmosphere for Frances. 

	“Your heart rate seems to be palpitating at an alarming speed. You run the risk of being found out through the NG-Chip implanted in your skin at birth by the government. Do I turn it on unavailable mode by deactivating your NG-Chip so the cops can't find your whereabouts through it, sir?”

	“Yes, yes,” Frances said with his heart in his mouth, as all of the hair on his body stood erect.

	Frances was glad he didn’t have to cut it out. He felt a beep and jolt in his wrist area, which led to a light smokey scent. Suddenly the sound of the cops’ vehicles in the distance trailing him began to fade into the night air. They had lost his trail. Still, Frances kept running.

	He stopped for a moment to catch his breath, resting on a slum street walk, holding his chest as he heaved a weighty breath. “Tricia, get my car.”

	“I'm afraid your automobile is currently unavailable. The government has planted a restriction software on it, making it inaccessible to me.”

	“That's impossible. I program everything directly to you. They can't get access or else—”

	The Tricia line started to beep.

	“I'm afraid there is a disconnect, sir…” Tricia’s voice started to glitch

	“Tricia… what's going on?!”

	“I'm… afraid there is a breach, sir… I'm unable… to… con… reach… you… buzz buzz… zzz” 

	“Tricia…” Frances tapped his NF-Pods. “Tricia, stay with me… Tricia!”

	There was an abrupt cut on the line. Frances tapped his NF-Pods again, frantically trying to revive Tricia, but she was far from reach.

	“What's going on?!” Frances looked around the slum he was in, unable to wrap his head around everything that was happening to him. This can only happen if there is an internal breach on Tricia from his company. Since Tricia belonged to NanoFuse.

	Frances' eyes darted around. A holographic poster sprang to life in the middle of the hollow street corner, among the tall skyscrapers and neon-lit streets. Its surface gave rise to the impression of a young guy, with defined features and eyes full of inner fire.

	This man seemed like a promising young man with his entire life ahead of him, and at first sight, there was nothing to suggest that he was anything else. His hair was styled in a way that exuded confidence without effort. He appeared to be someone who had always been meant for greatness and had never experienced defeat.

	However, the holographic banner moved in the air, exposing the man's face from various perspectives. Above his head was a glaring “WANTED”.

	Below the picture of the man, a fast-moving sequence of alphanumeric codes appeared. The lettering read, "Human Male; code number X06734_5." Frances moved closer to it

	_5? Anyone with a code number ranging in a _5 would be a multi-billionaire. Frances wondered to himself. 

	Under the code was the printed name, “Dante Trojan.” However, that wasn't what drew his attention. The words "Wanted by the NSCC" appeared beneath the name in bold characters that seemed to pulse with an alien intensity.

	The sight of the NSCC on the poster shook Frances to his core. He remembered his encounter with the supposedly deep fake human, Mr. Thomas, six years ago. His first physical encounter with those psychos. Dante Trojan must have stepped on their tail. 

	The holographic image rotated, illuminating the city below in an unsettling way.

	Fear swept over Frances as he stood there, staring at the holographic poster in front of him like a tidal wave breaking onto the beach. A terrifying idea snapped into his head like an iron grasp, sending shivers down his spine.

	He imagined the image of his own photograph, like the one in front of him, hanging on an interstate wall with the big letters "WANTED" slashed across the top. Now he could almost picture it, his face projected in holography, calm and distant, looking out of the frame that had contained him.

	Frances saw that image in his mind clearer, his features locked in a stoic mask, his eyes showing none of the fear and doubt swirling inside of him. He felt as though he was staring at a complete stranger, someone who looked exactly like him but was very different from the man he knew himself to be.

	There was a deep unease in Frances at the thought of his own visage being painted all over the city walls. The idea was disconcerting; it went right to the heart of who he was and made him doubt if he would ever clear his name.

	Frances had always taken great satisfaction in his moral character and his dedication to leading an honorable life. He was a man of high moral standards who resisted corruption and temptation.

	Nevertheless, as he gazed at the holographic picture in front of him, he couldn't help but wonder whether he was indeed locked in a nightmare where he couldn't get out. A virtual reality of some sort.

	The idea tore at him like a persistent murmur in the back of his mind that would not go away. An existential dread washed over Frances. It weighed him down and made him feel suffocated. He had the impression that he was perched on the brink of an enormous chasm, hovering over a world that was both completely foreign and well-known.

	Frances' thoughts turned to other criminals who had escaped capture for protracted lengths of time as he stood there. It was a sobering insight that made him feel both curious and afraid.

	He was left wondering how these people had gotten past the Niaverine tight legal system's gaps and vanished into the shadows like ghosts. What had allowed them to avoid detection for so long, and if his wanted posters were to be put up all across the city, could he use the same strategies to guarantee his own freedom?

	Frances was uneasy at the thought of being on the run and having to watch his back all the time. He had never envisioned himself living such an insecure and paranoid life. Yet he couldn't get rid of the sensation that this would soon become his reality.

	Frances thought sorrowfully about the different ways fugitives could avoid being apprehended. He was aware that some people depended on their ability to blend in with the throng, vanishing into busy public areas and busy city streets where they could easily get lost in the mass of people.

	Some went to more extreme lengths, adopting new identities, maybe trying out the rumored transhuman method, and seeking out a life in isolated areas away from law enforcement surveillance. It was a dangerous gamble, full of uncertainty and danger, but it was frequently justified as a necessary evil for those who were desperate enough to elude the long arm of the law.

	He thought about all of his eight-holiday homes that he could probably hide out in, but the thought of that went out of his head just as quickly as it came in. He knew the government would be watching over all of his assets.

	He couldn't help but feel nervous, even as he thought about these options. He was extremely depressed at the idea of cutting all links to his former life and leaving behind everything he had ever known in an attempt to gain freedom.

	If he decided to flee, he would leave behind everything—Naomi, Gege, and the company. What sort of life would he have, living each day on high alert of his surroundings, never knowing when or if the police would knock on his door?

	Frances couldn't help but feel guilty as these ideas raced through his head like a tornado of doubt. Guilt for the life he would be leaving behind if he chose to escape, and guilt for the burden he would be putting on those he loved.

	Suddenly, Frances heard footsteps in the dark, which startled him. He could feel predatory eyes bare on him in the darkness as he stood right in front of the image. At that moment, he wished Tricia were there. But she was not, and now he was left to his primitive evolutionary instinct to keep him from danger. 

	Quickly, he dashed out of the corner, escaping into the open street. To keep the gazillion cameras from piercing at him and recognizing his face, he wrapped his head in his black jacket and threw his shades on. He knew he would need more of a disguise to get away from these cameras. So, he walked into a cheap local boutique and got a face cap and different clothes. 

	When he was about to pay, his NG-Chip was unresponsive.

	The ‘NG-Chip’ is a Niaverine government-mandated manufactured chip that is located on the inside of the wrist, so it’s easier to scan through the 15G wavelength. It's used for holding personal, digital bank, and health information, as well as activation of cars. The NG-Chip is also used by the Niaverine government to keep track of its citizens.

	“Uhm… your NG-Chip seems to have shut down, sir.” She was eying him suspiciously.

	“Dammit”. Tricia had shut it down before she got disconnected from him. Frances looked around in frustration.

	“You're not a convicted felon, are you?” The young lady’s gaze bore on him, making Frances notice her features. 

	She had a mysterious grin and sparkling green eyes that pierced right through him. Yet her eyes held an intensity that drew him in. 

	Her hair was clipped neatly and short, worn in the old-fashioned way that exuded sophistication and ageless charm. Her beautiful features were so gracefully framed by every strand that fell into place. Her lips were tiny, symmetrically formed, and painted a vivid shade of scarlet red that seemed to pulse with a life of its own. A mysterious soft smile curled upwards from them.

	Her dress was basic, with the most delicate hue of mint green that matched her eyes. Its crisp folds and clean lines gave her a charmingly innocent and pure appearance. It fit her slim figure like a second skin.

	Frances shook his head no, though his heart pounded on him. He should have thought things out a bit better. There were not only hidden cameras everywhere but at the press of a button, any suspicious activity would be under the surveillance of the cops themselves who would pop up at any moment.

	“Only convicted felons shut their NG-Chips down so they could go into hiding… rich convicted felons who could afford to get it done secretly, like you.” The young lady's smile unsettled him. “You look terrified,” she added in a quiet chuckle.

	Quickly, she packed the items he got and handed them to him. “My brother was unlawfully jailed by the Niaverine government. He went into hiding, but a snitch sold him out. I heard he would be given the new NanoShot. It's been weeks now. I haven’t heard from him in a long time, but I don't think I'll ever see him again.” As she spoke, it was almost a whisper. 

	The young lady got a pen and wrote on her palm. “Chin to your chest. Back to the east, to avoid the cameras outside. Go!”

	Frances darted out of the store, running as fast as he could with his giant sunglasses shielding his face and his dark jacket swung around his body.
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	he Niaverine capital is like a snow globe. Nothing gets away from it unless the snow globe is broken. To break the globe, there needs to be a crack. To have a crack, you must find the right instrument to break the glass. To find the right instrument, you must find out who manufactured the glass. To find out who manufactured the glass is to walk right into the hands of the Niaverine government: they were the ones who did things only they could undo, and get away with.

	Days have stretched into weeks, and Frances is still out in the wild, his once-promising existence reduced to a last-ditch fight for survival. The cold pavement beneath his tired body awoke him from the previous two or three nights of sleep in the same dim alley, hungry and weak. Along with the bitter flavor of sweat and sorrow, the air was heavy with the smell of decay and rubbish.

	He sat up on this abandoned street corner, where every shadow seemed to conceal some sort of harm, and every alleyway carried the possibility of danger. The weak were left to fend for themselves in this treacherous and brutal environment, where only the strong survive.

	Frances felt a familiar sensation of anguish gnawing at his insides as he struggled to his feet. His facial hair had grown wild and unkempt, obscuring his face and enhancing the effect of his disguise. He hadn't taken a shower in weeks. It was as though he had turned into a phantom, a spirit doomed to roam the streets forever.

	Yet, there was a continual pain in his heart and a yearning for everything he had lost. This carried a greater psychological weight on Frances than the physical effects of his struggle. His wife's warmth, the security and comfort of his house, his daughter's ringing laughter, the hope of seeing his next child too, and his former life were all that he missed. Above all, his deepest want was for Naomi and Gege; the memory of them caused his broken heart to twitch like a knife.

	It didn't occur to Frances to question, as he staggered through the empty streets, whether they knew he was still alive or if they were safe. It was his wish that he could somehow reach them, tell them he was alright, and that he would stop at nothing to return to them.

	However, in his present situation, communication was a luxury he couldn’t afford. He was certain the Niaverine government had his whole facility tapped to the tea. Any outgoing or incoming conversation would be thoroughly surveyed.

	For Frances, the last several days had been an unrelenting assault of hopelessness and desperation. He hoped for the best today, but prepared for the worst as he walked through the city with one hand rubbing his stomach.

	It was a cool evening, just like any other day he had in these hollow streets. His senses were dulled by fatigue, and he struggled his way through the city's street. Suddenly, he noticed a flickering light up ahead.

	Initially, he thought it was just another hologram commercial, like one of the numerous ones that lit up the night skyline in the city's center. 

	On a closer look, he saw that this wasn't just any commercial. In fact, it was no commercial at all; rather, it was something much darker.

	A spooky glow was spread over the surrounding area by the holographic projection. It attracted everyone's attention in the area, attracting them to it like moths to a flame. Frances peered more closely and noticed the faces of those on the holographic screens; their expressions were baked in a mixture of fear and hopelessness.

	They were inmates, dressed in the white and gold striped uniforms of the Niaverine prison system. There were three men and four women sitting in a still position facing the camera. Their eyes were vacant and hollow, with lines of sorrow carved into their faces as though they had already accepted fate.

	This was new to Frances. The Niaverine government rarely broadcasted their inmates. In fact, most of them are never seen at all by members of the public, which makes it seem like they have disappeared for good.

	Seeing this display now caught his attention and that of those around him, raising questions of what this was all about. 

	Frances questioned what misdeeds they had done and the injustices they had suffered for them to be in such a miserable situation. He was aware that he was in no better situation than they were and that his own freedom was in jeopardy as he watched them.

	Suddenly, out of nowhere, a voice blasted over the holographic panels strewn throughout the metropolis. It was so loud it echoed over the regular activity of a busy night.

	The voice was unknown, but it had a sense of power that came from the speakers. It was distinct and loud, breaking through background noise. Strangely though, the person speaking was out of sight in the display going on.

	"The Niaverine government has promised the peace and safety of all within the Niaverine border," the voice said, in a firm and determined tone. “Henceforth, individuals who pose a risk to our safety and tranquility will be dealt with accordingly. Especially now, since the removal of the jail system has been implemented.”

	A silence descended upon the streets as the weight of these remarks plunged upon the assembly, interrupted only by the odd shuffling of feet and the distant hum of traffic. 

	Then suddenly, a group of individuals wearing bulky protective suits walked into the scene with their caps, goggles, and gloves. They approached the inmates carefully, each with a small tray balanced in their hands.

	It was unclear what was inside the trays these people held in their hands as they stood beside each of the inmates. With every painful second that passed, it was obvious how the inmates' hearts pounded in their chests as they watched these figures stand stoically beside them.

	The tension in the air was so noticeable, that time appeared to have stopped as everyone held their breath in fear of what was about to happen. 

	“Introducing…” The voice echoed into the silence, almost startling the onlookers. Frances felt a chill go down his spine as the voice resonated across the city streets. “… the NanoShot! This will be used to execute justice on those who have failed the system." The tone was almost mechanical, sounding emotionless. 

	“This is intended for criminals of the age twenty-five and older, which is when the brain is fully developed. Ages younger than twenty-five will result in twenty hours a week of community service for as long as their intended jail sentence. Adults of the age of twenty-five and older will be given the NanoShot and it will age them for the exact years they would have spent in prison for their crime committed."

	A rush of fear came over him at the mention of the NanoShot, shaking him to his core. His NanoShots? It can’t be? Can it be that they are actually using the NanoShots on people to age them? It seems inconceivable and unfeasible, yet here it is, happening right before his eyes. 

	With disbelieving eyes, Frances peered at the holographic screen, his heart pounding in his chest. This cannot be taking place. It had to be an error, a prank from destiny. As he stood there, terrified beyond movement, he realized this nightmare was as real as it gets. 

	The group of inmates sat close together on the screen. With a sickening feeling in the pit of his stomach, Frances recognized that they knew what was coming.

	“The NanoShot will be administered in dosages based on the crimes these inmates committed and how long they are meant to be in jail for." The blaring voice soon became acidic in Frances’ ears. He only wished it would stop. 

	Veiled workers approached the inmates with the NanoShots resting conveniently on trays. Despite Frances’ desire to turn away from the horror he was witnessing, he was unable to take his eyes off the screen. He was engrossed in a nightmare from which he could not break free of and worse, one of his own creations. 

	The workers gave the NanoShot to each doomed inmate, who all sat there frozen in place. 

	The inmates looked like they’d been paralyzed of some sort, as they didn’t move an inch or struggle at the possibility that this may end their lives. There was a somber acceptance of their fate and a depressing surrender to the unavoidable; there was no fight or cry of anguish.

	Then, as the lethal drug began to flow through their veins, their demeanors changed. Some expressions seemed to diminish as a fog slid over their eyes, realizing there was no going back. Others straightened up with a stoic posture, wanting that to be the last thing people remembered of them: a fake bravery. 

	Frances felt the intensity of guilt cast over him, almost overwhelming him as he watched.

	The scene was tight, with a sense of suspense and uncertainty permeating the air. A quiet murmur goes through the crowd as they anticipate the unknown.

	Then suddenly, the inmates started reacting. Some of the inmates initially gasped for air and staggered back, grasping at their chests in pain. While others remain still but lifeless. These were the ones who had a higher dosage that terminated them instantly because their physical body was not made to make it past a certain age. For the others, they had to squirm through the pain of accelerated aging.

	As though the years are suddenly bearing down on them with an overwhelming force. Some even fell to their knees, rolling over the floor.

	It began with their hair. There were three brunettes, three blondes, and a redhead. Within a blink of an eye, their once vivid and full hair grew ashen gray as thin silver threads tumbled down their faces, and framing features twisted in agony. Some of them had all of their hair fall out, much to the shock of the people watching.

	Witnesses to this terrifying presentation saw inhumanity explode throughout the room. Some flinched in terror, unable to take their eyes off the horrors they were observing. Some screamed in desperation and terror as they tried to make sense of the unfathomable evil, they were all experiencing. 

	The transformation continues in the passing seconds, with each second bringing forth a fresh example of deterioration. Their eyes are now sunken hollow holes, and their once supple and smooth skin started to sag and wither, as though something invisible was robbing it of its life. Deepening wrinkles and sculpted lines appeared on their faces. 

	 Their bones soon appeared beneath their thin skin, and it was obvious their muscles were weakening. 

	 He watched them fade in front of his eyes, going from a full figure to a shadow of their former selves. 

	 Gasps of terror and incredulity are mixed with cries of agony and suffering throughout this experience. While some of the inmates rolled around as if they were on fire, others sagged to the floor, next to the chairs that were tumbling beside them. Some screamed for help towards the veiled people who administered their shots, but the workers soon went out of sight as the last manifestations began. 

	 Some spectators in the street stood motionless, immobilized by what they were seeing, while others shrank in terror, unable to believe what was happening in front of them. 

	 Some of the inmates found the pain intolerable and gave in to death's embrace as they lay still on the floor while the process continued. Their bodies contracted until they were a quarter of what they once were, finally collapsing into nothing. 

	 Some people's screams eventually become choking sobs and eventually stop altogether from the unbearable anguish. Their remains, which were shriveled and shrunk, soon became immobile on the ground, though they were still alive. 

	 Others were forced to live in a state of suspended animation, reaching out to anything that could save them from despair. Their bodies were warped and distorted by the quickening pace of aging. The officials came onto the scene to take both the living and the dead out. 

	 “What the hell is that?” A homeless man beside Frances said, looking up in horror.

	 “It's the government’s new execution instrument,” a woman beside him answered. “It had been rumored to be out there for like a century. This is the first show of the NanoShot and its consequences.”

	“No, but how did it do that? That's diabolic. I can't even get my eyes off such evil.”

	“I think they are killed slowly…” the woman said.

	“No, I think they are aging fast…” A young girl in the crowd said. 

	At first, Frances didn't notice her but on a closer look, he saw it was Pandora. Her voice startled him, but he was thankful he was in a disguise so she couldn't recognize him.

	A murmur of “That's right…” echoed through the crowd. Pandora only looked horrified.

	“You must be one of those fancy college students,” the man said. 

	Frances looked into Pandora’s eyes and saw the confirmation of all her fears with a flickering of tears. 

	“Yes, my professor made the shots. It was intended to help slow down any disease, or aging, and promote regeneration.” Everyone looked at her confusedly, but she continued, “But, this is the result.” She pointed at the screen. “I can't believe Professor Frances sold his invention to the government.” There was an angry disappointment in her face. 

	Frances wished he could reach out to her and tell her it was all a lie, all a set up. He would do that even on his deathbed. However, he risked being caught by the authorities because she, like everyone around her, had their NG-Chips activated. So, he withdrew and disappeared into the darkness. 

	The look of the rapidly aging criminals still lingered in his mind, filling his head with numerous questions and doubts. Then, as if things couldn't get any worse, he noticed something: his own face, clearly visible, glaring back at him from a faded poster tacked to a filthy, rusted street wall. Just as he had envisioned, it was his very own personalized WANTED poster, including his most prestigious photo of him accepting an award for ‘Greatest Inventor of the 29th Century’ with the new ominous caption: WANTED.

	The words were like a punch to his body, each letter stabbing his already bruised ego. Wanted. Male human; code: X09054_5. Name: Mr. Frances Smith, NanoFuse's founder. 

	An assortment of feelings, including wrath, fear, despair, and resignation, all battled for control as he remained there, dumbfoundedly staring at the poster. He couldn’t help but think to himself how could he have slipped so far from grace?

	The cornerstone of his life's work, the technology he had worked to develop, had been turned against him and used as a weapon to destroy everything he held dear.

	Now, he could not shake the horrible irony he felt as he saw his own face looking back at him from the glitchy poster. Once praised as a visionary leader and a trailblazer in technological innovation, the inventor of NanoFuse, was now little more than an ordinary criminal.

	He stood near the street where some of the cops were questioning people about whether they had seen him by activating some of his posters. Since they can't connect to his NG-Chip, they are stuck doing it the old-school way, which he knew would only piss them off more when they find him. 

	Yet, the thought of who could have turned the tides of his life against him woke him up every day, willing him to find the answer. 

	Frances owned Nanotechnology in this era; There can be no altering or change in Nanotechnology until he signs off on the consent form that takes half a decade to get processed or until he dies.

	Someone in the government was up to something shady. Perhaps it was this weird Mr. Thomas, the NSCC guy. Maybe they are trying to plant something on him. Even so, the government had no right to procure NanoShots without his knowledge; they'll be seeing his lawyers. He'll sue them for half of Niaverine territory. 

	If it wasn't them, then it certainly had to be a hacker or a foreign spy. These were all the guesses he had. Yet, he knew how powerless foreign spies and espionage groups these days were. The Niaverine government had clipped their tails and rendered them powerless for the last century. All his cards fell on the government. He just couldn't tell how they were able to do this or why.

	“That's why they want me dead. With the modified shots of my own invention?” Frances noticed he had started drawing attention with his talking and gestures to himself on the street corner. Unwilling to attract the wrong crowd, Frances quickly withdrew to a corner and rested his head in the shadows for the night.

	As the sun was starting to rise beyond the horizon, Frances began to gather his few possessions, getting ready for another hard and uncertain day. The barren city was covered in lengthy shadows. He was preoccupied with thoughts of the difficult walk ahead of him because of the amount of people he must avoid. He methodically packed his minimal provisions into a battered rucksack.

	While he packed, a mouthwatering aroma of sizzling food and hot grease suddenly filled his nostrils, making his stomach growl in protest. It was a feeling he had not grown accustomed to, a primitive hunger and despair that threatened to overcome his waning willpower.

	For a brief period, Frances struggled to ignore the smell so he could concentrate on the task at hand. The more time passed, the more his energy and determination depleted and the mere prospect of a hot, filling dinner made his mouth water uncontrollably.

	As the aroma grew more intense, he couldn't recall the last time he had eaten a substantial meal. His hunger had been a constant companion in his quest for survival as he had been living off crumbs and leftovers that he had scavenged from garbage cans and dumpsters. Now that he smells the food so close, his determination started to falter.

	He was aware that, at this point, when his very survival rested on his ability to maintain attention and alertness, he couldn't afford to give in to temptation.

	Even with his stomach churning and head pounding, Frances forces himself to ignore the aroma's alluring draw on him and concentrate on the work at hand. He continued to pack his sparse belongings carefully, making sure every item was essential for the hostile terrain that awaited him in the capital.

	Frances collected these essential items from bartering and selfless homeless people in each city he stepped foot in. Items ranging from a few packets of crackers, an almost empty bottle of water repel spray to keep his only clothes from getting wet, and Anti-Bacterial body sanitize spray to prevent bacterial buildup and body odor. 

	He wanted to make sure he had enough to survive out of the city, and hopeful thinking to see if everything would blow over, but he knew he could not wait any longer. 

	He glanced over at the small pack of crackers he’d picked up in the last city he was in, making a quick count of what he had left. He knew that the crackers would most likely last forty-eight hours at most.

	As much as he tried to block out the inviting smell of frying food, it lingered, more forceful with every second that went by. The scent of food seemed to sink into his pores, overwhelming his senses until all he could think about was the prospect of a warm meal and a brief break from the never-ending battle for survival.

	Frances finally gave in to the alluring smell of food and followed his nose to find the source of it. He was unable to withstand the siren’s call of hunger any longer. With a single-minded determination, he navigated the tight passageways and winding streets. His senses were sharpened by the prospect of food and shelter in a world where these comforts were becoming increasingly scarce.

	As he made his way across the hollow street, he noticed he seemed to be drifting on the verge of nowhere. He had no idea where he was headed, but he continued anyway. Anything to quench his insatiable hunger for this streamy madness that had taken hold of his soul.

	At that moment, his gaze fell upon a diner surrounded by nothing. He looked around as if confused as to where this diner had come from. It looked like it just emerged unsuspectingly in these hollow streets where people could hardly be seen. 

	Keeping his wits about him, Frances cautiously approaches, immediately making his way around the diner to the back. 

	As he got around the rear entrance, he approached the diner with a calm, cool, and collective demeanor. He made sure the coast was clear, ducking and dodging windows.

	As he gave the task at hand his whole attention, the faraway rush and bustle of the city disappeared from the eerily silent streets.

	He walked with his newly learned stealth from the last few days, keeping to the shadows and making his way past the building's windows with his footfall sounding silent on the street. As he inched closer to his destination, every sound, even the rustle of the wind and the creak of the floors appeared magnified in the quiet of this weird place.

	As he approached the rear of the restaurant, a figure appeared from a side entrance, causing the alleyway to be covered with a lengthy shadow that made Frances hop into a nearby block to hide. 

	The shadow was a waitress who headed to the nearest dumpster to get rid of some trash. Her apron was smeared with grease as she walked as quickly as she could, probably to return to more work lined up for her inside.

	As he watched her approach, Frances caught his breath and felt his heart race in his chest. With his face splashed on the wanted holographic posters across the city, he knew he could not risk being seen. So, he took his time, waiting for the opportunity to strike when silence fell on the alleyway again.

	As soon as she was out of sight after dumping the scraps, Frances eased out of his hiding place, moving with a purpose, his motion fluent and sly as he reached the bin.

	With his clothes ripped and ragged from weeks on the run and his beard grown scraggly, he realized he was not disguised enough to enter the diner without being noticed.

	Rather than being distracted by what was inside the diner, he concentrated on the work at hand, digging through the trash to find fragments that might help him survive. It was a last-ditch effort, yes, but he was out of supplies, and since his NG-Chip was deactivated, getting groceries meant getting arrested.

	Frances dug through the trash, his hands searching through layers of discarded food and packaging for anything appetizing. Despite the filthy and demeaning nature of the labor, he was determined to survive, despite his pride.

	Just as he was ready to give up, his fingers clasped around something soft—a half-eaten apple—which was just as fresh as a new one. Frances took a deep breath of relief, bit into the apple, and pocketed the remainder.

	He hoped there would be more, so he continued to dig.

	He felt a mixture of disgust and desperation as he rummaged through the dumpster, with his fingers digging among the trash to find anything salvageable. The smell of decomposing meat and moldering trash attacked his senses, threatening to overtake him. Nevertheless, he persisted despite the discomfort.

	His hands were becoming more and more soiled and discolored from the grime, but he didn't care as he picked through the rubble. With his survival instincts going into overdrive and all of his attention directed toward the work at hand, he had become acclimated to the filth and squalor of his surroundings.

	However, just as soon as his fingers were getting used to the filth, his fingers latched around something mushy—a sandwich wrapped in plastic. Its contents were squashed and distorted but still appetizing. Frances sighed with relief as he hurriedly tucked the sandwich into the tiny bag he had been toting.

	However, he was aware that he couldn't afford to give up at that point, not with his hunger still raging in his stomach like a wildfire. Therefore, he carried on looking through the trash for some indication of any other food that had been thrown out but had not yet gone bad.

	Then, as though by chance, he discovered heaven: a brand-new bagel with a tiny layer of moisture glittering on its surface and the aroma of onion and chive cream cheese ascending to welcome him like an old friend. His stomach rumbled with expectation as the strong scent of the spread enticed his senses with the prospect of taste and nourishment.

	Frances swung his backpack over his back without thinking, its weight pressing on his shoulders as he extended both hands to grasp the bagel. As he was ready to eat, he could feel the bread's rough texture under his fingertips and its warmth soaking through the plastic wrap.

	However, as he prepared to take his first mouthful, a wave of hesitancy swept over him, his head filled with uncertainties and fears. 

	He paused for a few seconds. His hand was stuck in midair as he struggled to make the choice. He folded, as he brought the bagel to his lips, he sighed and ignored his uncertainties and anxieties because his hunger was stronger than his caution.

	He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, relishing in the blended smell of the bread and cream cheese. A feeling of resolve pulsed through his body as he bit into the bagel. The soft bread crumbled between his teeth as he took a taste of its creamy, delicious filling.

	He lost himself in the basic pleasure of eating, and for a brief while, he had absolute ecstasy and a momentary escape from the harsh reality of what his life had become. Each bite was a symphony of flavor and texture that if only briefly, sent him to a cozy and warm place.

	Frances couldn't help but feel thankfulness rush over him as he enjoyed the last bits of the bagel and licked his fingers clean of the sticky residue that stuck to them. 

	He sighed in satisfaction, wiping his hands on his pants with the bagel's flavor still tingling on his tongue. It had been over a week since he had gotten such a good meal. He felt his stomach growl again at that moment. One bagel wasn't enough. He needed as much food as he could eat to feel really energetic again.

	Frances found a corner to sit in, leaning against the building's side. He stood away from one of the surrounding windows, staring into the cozy glow of the diner. His senses were tickled by the sweet smell of freshly prepared food which, combined with the cool night air, brought back memories and a sense of familiarity he hadn't felt in far too long.

	Frances lifted the partially consumed sandwich he had kept in his tote bag to his mouth, ready to take another mouthful. He was shocked, though, when a pink liquid suddenly splattered across the adjoining window before he could take a bite. He was startled out of his trance and forced to focus on the mess.

	He looked closely, trying to figure out what happened, with his brows furrowed in confusion. Was it a mishap of any kind? Something that fell from one of the interior tables? He was unsure as to why the window was covered in the foggy pink substance. While he observed, a waitress came to the window and quickly cleaned up the mess with a rag in her hand, giving him access to see what was going on in the diner again.

	Frances immediately recoiled, as he did not want to be discovered watching the diner's inner workings. But his curiosity overcame him, and he peered out from his hiding spot to look at the busy interior, unable to take his eyes off it.

	The soft glow of the overhead lights lit the faces of a little family sitting at a different table, and he saw the waitress wave to them. They were eating together and seemed to be upset about the pink liquid splash. 

	Frances heard someone sharply shout out from inside the diner. 

	“Lucy! The order for table five is prepared.” Turning on her heel, the waitress vanished through one of the doors leading to the busy kitchen beyond.

	Frances turned to look at the family as the chaos died down and they got busy wiping up the pink liquid that had spilled all over their clothes and table. A sudden mishap had tarnished their evening out, and he couldn't help but feel sorry for them. The family looked to be quite wealthy. The two children, a boy and a girl, were clothed in luxurious garments, which were now almost covered in pink splatter. Their parents, however, were dressed like decent, working-class people. 

	They didn't necessarily have to dress luxuriously. Having two children was a sign of luxury. 

	As he watched, he felt a wave of longing pass over him; Naomi was pregnant with their second child. They had worked so hard to ensure this pregnancy was a success. Now he may never get to see his child because of his current situation.

	There was a sobering reminder of all he had lost in his last-ditch attempt to survive, in sharp contrast to the loneliness and isolation that had become his daily companions in recent weeks.

	Frances had his eyes fixed on the family when he noticed someone walking toward their table. The man had an air of mystery around him.

	The man quickly moved the backpack that had been thrown on his back onto his stomach with a sense of urgency. Frances peered carefully as the man, unzipped the bag to show a succession of smaller bags neatly organized inside.

	He moved with precision which suggested he was performing a routine, he had practiced. He started packing up the food that had been left on the table, moving quickly and steadily as he put each item into a smaller bag. The food looked fresh, Frances thought, though a little tinted from the pink liquid that had earlier splashed on the window.

	Frances watched the move from this enigmatic figure, impressed. Why eat from the dumpster when you can get a fresh meal without anyone harassing you over your NG-Chip, and why is it deactivated?

	Frances' interest rose with every instant that went by, his head buzzing with possibilities and questions. But before he could draw any conclusions, the man wrapped up the food and left the diner quickly, disappearing into the dimness of the evening.

	Frances squinted, startled for a minute by the man's abrupt disappearance. It was almost as if he had never been there at all, moving with such speed and accuracy that all that was left behind was a trail of unanswered questions.

	Frances wasn't willing to lose this person who piqued his interest. Perhaps he could teach him his tactics so he could really get things done without his NG-Chip. So, just as soon as the man vanished out the door, Frances followed him.

	Frances' senses perked up with anticipation as he followed the mysterious man. He moved stealthily, yet mindfully enough to keep the man in his viewpoint. He followed the stranger through the dark alleyways, his every stride purposeful, his every move determined.

	As Frances concentrated all of his attention on the figure ahead, his heart raced in his chest, and adrenaline shot through his veins.

	As they proceeded along their route, Frances observed a faint shift in the man's demeanor. He picked up the pace, and his steps got longer and more deliberate by the second. The man, sensing he was being followed, looked over his shoulder and darted his gaze around the deserted alleyway before glancing back at the sidewalk in front of him.

	When Frances sensed the man was on to him, a rush of adrenaline shot through him. Rather than yielding, he strengthened his will to keep his target within view. He matched the man's increasing speed with his own, forcing himself to keep up despite a searing pain in his muscles.

	As they dashed through the maze-like passageways, their footsteps reverberated off the walls as they made their way through the constricted spaces. Gasping for breath, Frances struggled to keep up with the elusive figure ahead as the chilly air stung his lungs.

	But despite his best efforts, the man stayed just out of grasp, like a mirage in the distance. Frances was getting more and more frustrated as he tried to bridge the distance between them, gritting his teeth.

	Frances saw the alleyway spread out in front of him. The cramped space seemed to close in with every passing second. He forced himself to keep up with the elusive figure ahead of him.

	But just when Frances felt he was closing the distance, the man in front of him abruptly came to a stop. Suddenly, his shape began altering, flickering in front of his eyes. Then, in the faint light of the alley, his figure was transformed, and his body was wrapped in a sleek Exo-Skeleton-Suit.

	Frances' mind was having trouble processing what he was witnessing. His heart skipped a beat as he watched the transition take place. The outfit was an engineering and technological marvel that appeared to defy gravity, unlike anything he had ever seen.

	The man was covered from head to toe in the dark Exo-Skeleton-Suit. His body changed in ways Frances could hardly fathom. 

	Frances, however, was more drawn to the suit's altered appearance than its outward improvements. The man's figure looked to be concealed beneath a veil of lights that flickered and danced across the suit's surface. He looked like a shadow in the night.

	Shocked about what his eyes are staring at. Frances stood motionless for a brief period, his thoughts rushing to interpret what he was witnessing. How had this man gotten hold of such cutting-edge equipment? And just what was he going to do with it?

	Frances was aware that he couldn't afford to ponder over the questions for too long. The man started to run again. He noticed the man's agility had increased, and it looked to be darting through the hallways rather than running through them. 

	Shaking off his amazement, Frances set off again, his stride ringing off the walls as he followed the figure through the maze-like alleyways. Every fiber in his body begged him to surrender, to acknowledge his loss, and to go back before it was too late and he fainted in exhaustion. However, Frances remained unfazed by the uncertainty that murmured in his ear and persisted in his pursuit of the target out of an unwavering desire.

	Frances pursued the man wearing the Exo-Skeleton-Suit; the minutes felt like hours. As he pushed himself to the limit, the environment around him became a dizzying whirl of colors and patterns. His vision began to get blurry, and his mouth started to get dry from the cool wind while running with his mouth open. 

	He struggled to keep up with the person ahead, his muscles screaming in pain and his lungs burning from the effort. Frances started falling behind because he couldn’t keep up with the altered human mechanics. He continued nonetheless; his eyes set on the prize that was just out of his grasp. 

	Frances was closing in on his target, and the chase was becoming more heated with every second that went by. He moved more erratically, dodging, and weaving through the crowds of people that occupied the thoroughfares as if the man ahead might detect his presence.

	It felt like the man was taking him somewhere, but Frances put aside those thoughts in his mind and ran after him. 

	With his mind racing with resolve, Frances forced himself to run faster, his muscles aching from the exertion as he got closer to him, thanks to an adrenaline rush.

	Before he could catch up, the man in front of him suddenly turned sharply with explosive agility and ducked into a little alleyway. Frances trailed behind, breathing heavily in short gasps as he turned the corner, and kept his gaze on his target as they dashed into the darkness.

	He noticed something he had not seen up to this point. It seemed as if the lights that painted the man’s body began to flicker in and out, like a glitch of some sort.

	Frances began to feel a slight feeling of relief as he began drawing in closer to the man again. He wasn’t sure if adrenaline had taken over his body once more, but it did seem as if he was finally matching his pace, or the man was somehow slowing down.

	With that, Frances threw caution to the wind and flung himself forward, throwing his arms out in front of him and using all of his momentum to tackle the man to the ground. A loud mechanical whir accompanied the Exo-Skeleton-Suit's malfunction as it failed to absorb the force, sending them both plummeting to the floor.

	Everything seemed to stop for a second as Frances strained to collect his breath and struggled with the man underneath him. Frances’ heart rapidly thumped in his chest from the chase, as if it were about to burst out of it. 

	However, the man suddenly gained strength and shoved him away, scrambling to stand up while hiding his face behind the suit's flickering lights.

	There were several freezes and glitches that appeared over the man’s face, confusing Frances even more. Over the course of a few more seconds, his face scrambled, going in and out, until his true identity was revealed.

	He raised himself off the ground before Frances could make sense of it all. Quickly, Frances rose up and met his gaze. Frances was met with deep, penetrating eyes that appeared to pierce right through his entire soul.

	The man's face had the rough characteristics of someone who had experienced a good deal of adversity, but it also suggested a life well lived. He had dark brown skin behind the five o'clock shadow that covered his chin.

	However, it was his eyes that captured Frances' attention; they were two intense pools of light that seemed to contain the entire weight of the world.

	The man's face had an almost familiar quality to it, causing Frances to feel as though he was seeing things again. He searched his mind for any trace of recognition—anything that might provide an explanation for why the man looked so familiar to him.

	And then it struck him like a sudden bolt of energy. He knew this person! He was the guy on the first WANTED poster he saw in the city.

	He still had the mental picture in his head; Male Human; code number X06734_5. Dante Trojan. 

	“I know who you are, and I have no issue with that at all. I won't be contacting the authorities; I just want to know how you pulled off what happened in the diner…” Frances' eyes ran through the suit on Dante. “… and where did you get that?”

	Dante's eyes peered through Frances’ for a while, then away from him. Without saying a word, he turned to leave.

	“Wait!” Frances held his hands in the air. Making Dante turn around. “Look, I need your help. You've been able to evade the government for this long… I want to be able to do that…” Frances took a step forward, but Dante's eyes squinted skeptically. 

	Frances refused to be frustrated. “My name is Frances—”

	“Founder of NanoFuse. I'm aware,” Dante said, still peering into him with his gaze. Frances sighed partly in disbelief and frustration. Despite his hostile gaze, Dante's voice was distinct and sound, he sounded very articulate.

	“Tell me why I'm supposed to help a man who created that demon of a shot and sold it to the government.” Dante stepped forward, meeting Frances' stare.

	“Sold?!?” Frances rolled his eyes in anger and despair. “You think I'd sell the NanoShots to the government just to be on the street scavenging dumpsters for food and chasing after you like my life depends on it?” Tears streamed in Frances’ eyes, but he wasn't ready to let them pour.

	“I have a pregnant wife and a child! You think I'd give that life up because I want to make a profit for the insane government?!”

	“Then tell me, Frances, how did the shot get out there? Why is it everywhere? Despite winning the patent of the Nanotechnology case, your company now shares its technology with the NSCC.”

	“I risked my life several times to stand against the NSCC getting access to Nanotechnology. I have placed everything on the line since then. What do you think? I suddenly gave up my life’s project to the Niaverine government to roam the street and beg a stranger for help?! You should know better, Dante. Just like me, the NSCC is after you! What now? You partnered with them to haunt you for the rest of your life?!” 

	Frances wiped the tears from his eyes, annoyed that he couldn't hold it back any longer. The thought of Naomi and Gege waiting by the phone for him to call, unaware of his state of being and if he was dead or alive. This weighed on his heart heavily.

	Dante looked away and took a deep breath. “I know you're innocent. I was testing you to see what state your mindset was in, considering what’s going on. But you'll have to work on convincing the rest of The Resistance that you’re innocent.”

	Before Frances could mouth the word Resistance? Dante turned around.

	“Come with me,” Dante said as he disappeared into the darkness. Frances without hesitating, followed him.
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	rances followed Dante into the quiet darkness of the city. These are places he had been scared to roam because of the predatory lingering that his instincts could pick up on in these places. Of course, his primitive sensitivity is not always right, and he was desperately missing Tricia at this point. 

	The uneasiness of this place enveloped Frances like a thick shroud as he followed Dante through the city's dimly lit corners. Despite not being willing to pay attention to his primitive instinct, Frances couldn't get rid of the unsettling feeling that they were being watched and that something lurked just beyond the edge of his eyesight in every shadow.

	As they descended into the city’s center, Dante's Exo-Skeleton-Suit blended into the darkness, it appeared to disappear into the shadows. The night seemed to have encircled him completely, shrouding him in intrigue and mystery that gave him an almost unearthly appearance.

	With every step they took, Frances’ uneasiness increased. He couldn't see anything but the shadow of Dante ahead of him and the dark, cloudy sky that gave no hint of stars. It felt like the streets went on forever in front of him, twisting and turning like a maze that would eventually trap them.

	Questions started swirling in his mind. Could he really trust Dante? They have the same enemies, but does this mean they could be friends and have each other's best interests at heart?

	Dante remained quiet, but his steps were purposeful like he had walked this place a million times and could do it with his eyes closed.

	Frances continued regardless; despite the doubts in his head, he knew he had no choice, and his will stood unwaveringly. Besides, there was something about Dante's presence that gave him confidence and comfort—a sense that he wasn't fighting the forces trying to conceal the truth by himself.

	There was the potential to upend everything he believed to be true about the city and its people. He felt they were getting close to something significant: The Resistance. A name coined by Dante. He’d offered little to no explanation of what this meant—only a catchy name. 

	Dante stopped at what seemed to be a dead end. Frances looked around, wondering where they were.

	The stifling silence resumed; there was no sound of their own footsteps, no ruffling or scratching in an unseen corner, not even the sound of their own breathing. It felt like something about this place absorbed sounds. There was dead silence at this dead end. Frances started to get suspicious and panicked a bit in his mind while keeping his cool. 

	Suddenly, the silence was broken by a startling interruption. A trail of red and blue light appeared in front of them and eventually combined to form a little square that looked to be floating in midair since it was hard to tell what was on the other side.

	Frances' thoughts raced with a barrage of questions as he peered at the unusual sight before him, his heart skipping a beat. What might this be? Were they under attack, or was this a security barricade? 

	He tried to reach out to touch it, when a voice burst out from the square, resonating through the deserted passageway with a clarity that made Frances shudder. In a demanding tone, it asked, "Recognition?”

	He was confused as to who the square was inquiring about. It shocked him, as the voice bore a certain resemblance to that of his favorite assistant.

	Frances paused for a second, not sure how to reply. The voice reminded him so much of Tricia and how much he really missed and depended on his A.I. companion. Tricia would have told him what this technology was; maybe even interacted with it to light up this place so he knew what was creeping around in the dark corners.

	Dante moved forward; his Exo-Skeleton-Suit gleamed in the shallow light as he turned to face the hovering square.

	Frances waited and watched as the square glowed brighter. It seemed to scrutinize Dante's appearance, looking at every detail. He held his breath in nervous stillness, waiting for an answer. 

	“Welcome Dante… we've all awaited your presence!” The voice abruptly came on again 

	The square then flickered away, leaving an unsettling silence. Frances squinted in bewilderment. 

	As soon as the flickering stopped, the light blared on. Dante pressed his hands into the square, making a roar that erupted from the device and echoed across the surrounding darkness like a thunderclap.

	The sudden sound made Frances wince, his heart pounding as he prepared for whatever might come next.

	Frances briefly thought that the square might suddenly open like a gateway, revealing a secret room or passageway tucked away somewhere in the city's interior. However, Frances recognized that, whatever it was, it was not going to be quite so dramatic when the commotion died down and the seeming doorway would stay the same.

	To his astonishment, though, the square traveled up the sky and started to give off a gentle glow that covered the surrounding area in a cozy and welcoming light. Frances initially blinked in shock, his eyes adapting to the abrupt change as he looked around him in amazement and shock.

	The light revealed a concealed cave-like place that appeared to go on forever before them.

	Stepping further inside this lit place, Frances was met with an unexpected sight that left him dumbfounded. What had at first appeared to be a secret area nestled away in the heart of the city had developed into something far greater than he could have ever imagined.

	Rather than the empty street corners he had expected, he found himself standing in what seemed like a huge arena, with rows and rows of seats stretching out in all directions. He surveyed his surroundings with a mixture of amazement and bewilderment.

	Dante gave him a gentle prod, pointing out to him the group of people sitting in the seats. Their faces were softly lit by the lights above, they appeared to be of all ages and backgrounds, waiting impatiently for whatever was about to happen.

	As Frances observed the gathering, a wave of interest swept through him, his thoughts buzzing with questions. Who were these individuals? Why had they come here?

	There was uneasiness eating at the edges of Frances' mind as he stood in the arena. Yet, his curiosity won over his anxiety. He could feel the eyes of the crowd following him with every step, their attention pressing down on him like a real weight as he moved toward the unknown.

	There were so many people in this gathering—far more than Frances' eyes could pick up on.

	Row after row of seats were crammed. There was a mash-up of technology and people that made it difficult to distinguish between the real and the artificial.

	The throng gave the impression of being made up of humans, bots, and cyborgs. There was also what appeared to be an animal-bot hybrid, a recent mutational development allowing animals to retain their primitive intelligence while gaining human awareness. Frances surveyed the sea of faces, observing the diverse array of creatures inhabiting the arena, each with their own distinct qualities.

	Frances cupped his hand over his forehead to see these people beyond the light obstructing his view. A few were decked out in clothing with elaborate patterns and designs hinting at an underground world.

	However, people weren't the only ones occupying the arena's seats. Bots of different sizes and shapes were dispersed throughout the crowd. Some were seated, while others were moving with determination and a sense of purpose as their metallic frames glinted in the soft light. Some had human-like characteristics, appearing disturbingly real as they interacted with others around them. Some had more abstract designs: their shapes and arrangements escaped simple classification.

	Then there were the cyborgs. Frances observed them as they made their way through the horde. Despite being far away, he could distinguish their metal and flesh in the unnerving and fascinating way they moved.

	The animal bots, apart from the birds, sat quietly as if in contemplation. The golden retriever hybrid had a distant blank look on their face, while the others, like the wolf-head bot and the reptiles, had hungry, predatory gazes that Frances could feel peering through him.

	The birds’ feathers glistened in the soft light as they soared through the air, their wings shimmering with brilliant hues. They seemed to be the only welcoming ones though they flew at a reasonable distance. They moved fluidly and lifelike as they effortlessly made their way through the congested aisles.

	The other animals were either a mutation of several other animals or an animal bot chemically battered; it was hard to tell their breed. Their eyes glowed with an unearthly light, and their fur appeared to pulse with bioluminescent patterns.

	Frances stared in awe as he watched everyone interact with their organic counterparts. 

	“We were beginning to think they got you,” one of them said and stepped forward into the light. He was human just like Dante and Frances, but on a closer look, he had cyborg components on his shoulder all the way down to his leg.

	Frances looked around him, trying to figure out how they appeared in this wide expanse in the middle of nowhere. The news of teleporting technology is still fiction, and they might just have to borrow a bit more centuries to work on a sleek teleporting technology that worked just like the one he had experienced.

	Dante and the man who stepped forward shook hands while some of the people seated stood up and stared at Frances, making him slightly uncomfortable. They looked like they had just noticed an enemy in their midst and were about to attack. 

	The man's gaze traveled from Dante to Frances. “Mr. Frances Smith: Founder of NanoFuse, Father of the redoubtable NanoShot.” Frances knew well enough, that was no compliment. “What brings you to our midst?”

	Frances’ eyes tracked the man's movements. He exuded confidence, and his whole existence seemed to be driven by a strong sense of purpose. His motions were purposeful and precise, and despite his apparent age, his posture was upright and powerful.

	Frances' gaze lingered on the man's face, taking in the profound furrows and creases that marked it. His face looked old and weathered, displaying the telltale signs of cynicism, stress, and age. His red hair was spotted with gray strands that dissolved into a silvery tone, framing his face. Still, there was a youthfulness in his voice that defied his looks. There was intensity and brightness in his vivid blue eyes, that made it harder to guess his age.

	As the man approached him, Frances couldn't help but notice the slight clanking sound coming from his cybernetic parts. It made the pumping, almost rickety noise of a machine not properly oiled. He was a cyborg. 

	Despite this, the man moved with a grace and fluidity that seemed to defy his cybernetic components. 

	“Since I’m here. I want to ask for help,” Frances declared, while looking around the arena, trying to match as many eyes as he could, showing his honesty.

	“How can we help a man who has brought us into his world of desolation?” The man stepped towards Frances. Some people in the crowd nodded at the response of the man, looking back at Frances for his counter-response.

	 “I didn't make the NanoShots for the purpose you saw the government using it for—live on air… I have no part in that!” Frances returned the man's skeptical gaze. “The NanoShot has its variations. I developed them with the goal of combining the features together to have one shot that eradicates any diseases, regenerates any organs, and slows down aging. They all serve different purposes and are assigned different respondents! I've worked tirelessly to ensure everything dealing with Nanotechnology is created for the continuity of humanity…

	What you saw on those screens was the latest discovery, which has been altered by the NSCC and is designed to enter the body and identify all the telomeres in the body. Then, I believe it latches on and infuses Reverse-Engineered Estrogen and toxins directly into the telomeres to start the rapid aging. Estrogen normally inhibits telomere shortening, but they must have Reverse-Engineered it somehow to highly promote telomere shortening, which would lead to rapid aging…”

	“And now every one of us will soon have free access to it!” The man gave a cynical chuckle, angering Frances more. 

	“This is the same Nanotechnology that made young children's limbs grow back and made people develop organs that they didn't have before or lost because of those weak, outdated plastic simulations made by robotic factories that infect people's blood systems. Why would I, the one who brought life to so many, make a U-turn and lead them straight to their destruction?”

	The man turned around and strolled back and forth as if he were deep in contemplation. Frances looked around the room and saw a mix of anger and sobriety on the people's faces. It was hard to tell what was on their minds, what they thought of him, and what they'd do with him now.

	He felt like he was getting the hearing he never got from the officer to plead his case. However, right now he wasn't certain if he would get a fate worse than execution; or if he would be rejected by the outlaws and forced to find his freedom on his own. 

	If he was truly going to get back what belonged to him, he needed the help of these people, as many of them that are willing to help him, and he needed their technology. He looked around and realized the people he was looking at were resourceful. Dante alone, with his Exo-Skeleton-Suit, reflected that.

	“Have you heard the news?” Dante's voice brought him back. Frances turned around, remembering that Dante had been standing there with them the whole time. 

	“What news?” 

	“Ahh… unaware much. Well, news has it you've been on the run. Probably living under a rock somewhere.” The man's voice reverted into laughter that some people in the audience caught on to.

	Frances looked at Dante for an explanation. When Dante stepped forward, the laughter ceased abruptly as everyone looked at him. “There is a leaked memo that the Niaverine government would be using the NanoShot on citizens for population control.”

	Frances felt his eyes almost pop out of his socket. “That can't be!”

	“Oh, it can be, and it is,” the cyborg said with worry etched across his face. “Seeing the tactic they've used against The Resistance, I can't rule it past them.”

	“But this can't be possible. The court had the ruling in my favor… they can't use Nanotechnology without my…”

	“They are using it without you!” Dante snapped. “And seeing how effective it is, I don't think they'll stop anytime soon.” Dante paced around impatiently. “All they need to do is water down its immediate effect, create a disease for the population, and feed them doses of NanoShots as a vaccine till we all age slowly and die untimely, Frances!”

	A feeling of discomfort crept over Frances as he stood in the middle of the stadium, surrounded by a sea of faces that appeared to stare right into his own soul. It was as though the entire world had just dropped onto his shoulders, engulfing him under the weight of his own terrifying anxieties.

	His mind went into a frenzy of memories and emotions. He thought back to the times when he had just been a new father, motivated by his desire to provide his daughter Gege with a better life. Investing his entire being in his profession, he committed himself to the quest for knowledge and creativity with the aim of creating a more promising future for her.

	It had all begun innocently enough, with the goal of pushing the limits of technology and science in an effort to make novel discoveries and breakthroughs. However, as his aspirations increased, the darkness walked on his invention like a water strider on top of a pond.

	The notorious historical figures who had used their inventions as weapons of mass destruction, just like Oppenheimer with the atomic bomb and Astrae with the star bombing technology that had quickly destroyed dwarf planets and nearby constellations.

	Then there was him, he had created the "doomsday shot", a terrible weapon that could accelerate human aging at will to any possible age and condemn victims to a fate worse than death. A scientific perversion that posed a threat to the fundamental foundation of existence. It was his worst nightmare come true.

	He had turned into the insane scientist he had always feared and promised to oppose, a destructive force whose acts held the potential to wipe out everything. Now, with the judgment of a thousand souls pressing down on his conscience, he could see the condemnation in their eyes as he stood in front of the gathered crowd.

	A feeling of guilt and regret crashed over Frances like a tsunami on the rocks as he stood there, staring back at everyone who had gathered around him with accusing looks.

	He was overcome with a deep sense of loss and hopelessness at that precise time, lamenting the innocent inventor he had once been and the dreams he had always held dear. He believed that his creation would improve the world for upcoming generations and that he was doing the right thing. Now that he was facing the fallout from his deeds, he could see how foolish his ways had been.

	Knowing that his own arrogance had contributed to his downfall was a terrible pill to swallow. He had felt that he was above criticism, that he was the only one with the key to solving the universe's puzzles. 

	Seeing the look of despair on Frances’ face, Dante stepped forward and shook him, bringing him back to the gathering.

	“There is a way out, Frances. We haven't confirmed our worst fears yet. We plan an invasion.”

	“Revealing our plans to the father of NanoShots? I don't think so, Dante.” The cyborg turned around with a hint of anger in his eyes.

	“Gerald Askew! Look at this man. Does he look like someone who is happily collaborating with the NSCC? They set him up just like they did to me. But when I came here, you all didn't cast me out because my technology was used by the NSCC.”

	The gathering settled into a somber silence. “If there's one person, we need at such a time as this, it's him. He made the NanoShot. He can stop it.”

	There were some nods of agreement in the gathering, and while some looked away unsure, others still had the same cynical look Gerald had on his face. 

	Frances looked at Dante. “They framed you too?” Dante turned around to him and nodded. 

	“I lost everything just like you,” Dante said in a somber resignation.

	Gerald stepped forward. “You're speaking with Dante Trojan. Creator of the Exo- Skeleton-Suit.”

	Frances’ mind tried to run through the series of inventors and founders he knew. It seems to be that, in this current time, there is an overflow of founders and inventors all coming up with innovative ideas that have not only changed the world but have challenged the Niaverine government’s power. 

	This is why they seem to make it their duty to hunt down as many innovators as they can, steal their technology, and use it against the purpose for which it was made, he thought in his head.

	“Co-founder of Shield,” Gerald chipped in, bringing it all back to Frances’ mind. 

	The Exo-Skeleton-Suit was a breakthrough invention, way before anything about NanoShots was known. It is a head-to-toe suit powered by solar energy. Normally used to help fully disabled people and elderly people walk, move, and regain their arm and leg strength with major assistance.

	“You are that, Dante?” Frances turned fully to look at Dante, who nodded quietly.

	"It was eight years ago," Dante said in a steady yet moving voice. “At the height of my career, I had the potential to transform many lives through my Exo-Skeleton-Suits breakthrough, which I call ‘Exo-Suit’. But then, everything changed." 

	He stopped and looked away, reliving the events of that terrible day. "I was almost arrested,” he said, his voice hardly audible above a whisper, “nearly persecuted for offenses I did not commit. I was accused of using my technology for illicit purposes and of breaching the conditions of my contract with the NSCC.”

	There was a hint of regret and bitterness in his voice. "It was a set-up, masterminded by someone with prestige and control, to change the facts and bend them to their purpose. Similar to you, Frances, I had my reputation damaged, and had my entire life abruptly turned upside down." Frances experienced a twinge of empathy for Dante.

	“I had my suspicions though…” Dante added, his voice becoming more passionate with each word. "The NSCC had the means and the motive to orchestrate my downfall, to impose on my patent and lock down my company.”

	“So, I prepared for it. I was able to hide a few of my best suits before it was too late. They took everything from me. My research, my company, and my reputation. They made me lose everything I had created, leaving me with little more than the clothing on my back and the realization that the people I trusted the most had deceived me."

	“They locked me out of everything and everyone I loved, including my wife and son. Then they came for me.” Dante gave a dry chuckle. “With my few best suits at hand, I had the ability to upgrade them all. I implemented the ability to duplicate appearances to avoid detection by the government, which was something I worked on just in case. I left some of the original prototypes and blueprints behind. That was how I got away from them and everything I loved and had worked so hard for.”

	With a voice heaving to hold back despondency, Dante continued, "I've been on the run for eight years now." A little smile escaped his lips. "However, I never lost hope. I was confident that I would one day discover the truth behind who sabotaged me and be able to clear my name. And as soon as I learned of your situation, Frances, I felt compelled. Nobody deserves such experiences. No one."

	Dante had obviously been through a lot, but he remained unbroken in spirit despite the atrocities he had encountered.

	Dante went on, his voice becoming more determined by the second, "And that's why I decided to take matters into my own hands. I refurbished my few Exo-Suits in hopes of infiltrating the government one day to clear my name.”

	With a determined tone, Dante stated, "I started to acquire tools and supporters to help me in my pursuit of justice.”

	“That's when we came together officially as The Resistance." Gerald chimed in. “Dante brought us all together to fight for freedom.”

	“I realized the one thing we all had in common, besides having our lives ripped away from us, was our hunger for justice,” Dante said, taking over.

	“That’s when I began thinking,” He continued. “There’s always power in numbers, and although we may not have as many people in The Resistance as they do at the NSCC, we still have a fighting chance at reclaiming what was once ours and exposing the evil that is the government.”

	“So, what are you saying?” Frances asked curiously. “Are you implying that we can somehow overthrow the NSCC?”

	“I’m implying that we fight back no matter the odds,” Dante answered. “I’ve been brainstorming ideas and ways to pursue a potential plan, one that involves my Exo-Suits.”

	He motioned to himself, causing Frances to scan him up and down. 

	“I was only able to take about three suits with me before I fled. Mind you, over the course of eight years, you could imagine that any technology needs to be maintained and upkept, and my suits are no different.” 

	Frances was silent, letting him continue.

	“Thankfully, two out of three suits still work beautifully, and I haven’t had any trouble maintaining them with the limited tools I have here… but this one,” he said, motioning to himself.

	“This one has been my latest project. There’s an electrical shortage of some sort that I can’t seem to fix, no matter how much I try. I thought I finally had it figured out and took it out on a trial run to the diner you saw me in, but just like I suspected, the glitching began again.”

	Dante sighed as if this had been something that had been troubling him for some time now. 

	“That’s why you were able to catch up with me, and most importantly, see my true identity. Our plan isn’t foolproof just yet, but the Exo-Suits plays a major role in whatever we come up with.”

	Frances remained quiet.

	“To be honest, there are more questions than answers right now, but what I do know is that we must fight back. If we don't, we will not see our families again,” Dante said.

	Gerald also stepped forward. “I am no inventor, but I am an activist. Someone who has always questioned the system.” Gerald let out a grave sigh. “My sister, Alice, was one of the inmates placed on the first public display of the NanoShot. She was a redhead, just like me… I saw her long ginger head grow thin and gray. I saw her become a husk, sunken to bone.”

	Frances remembered the scene, just like his reflection in the mirror. It never left him, and he doubts it ever will. 

	“They wanted me, but they got her instead.” Despite the heartbreaking story, Gerald's face hardly portrayed any emotions. He had a distant look, like he was lost in a world no one could access. A world of memories and pain. He stifled a little. Though there was hardly any moisture on his face. His silence was more heartbreaking than his words.

	“My inventor was taken away from me and killed brutally by the NSCC,” a bot in the audience said as it walked towards them. It was a female voice.

	As she stepped forward into the light, the smooth, silver frame of the female robot shined. Her body was sleek and slender, with every component expertly designed and flawlessly put together. Every element, from her thin limbs to her delicate fingers, exuded attention to detail and perfection.

	On the parchment of her eye were two round bulbs that glittered with a gentle, dreamy light. Their intense and hypnotic gaze appeared to pierce the darkness, leaving Frances feeling both uneasy and mesmerized.

	He couldn't help but notice the odd sight of exposed wires sticking out of the back of her skull. With a life of their own, the exposed ends danced as they fizzed and crackled with electricity.

	Even with all of her flaws, she studied Frances with a mix of interest and intrigue as she stood taller than everyone in the coliseum. Her stance was straight and firm.

	“I witnessed the injustice and made a recording of it all. They hunted me down and stole my hard drive components. I was on the brink of being destroyed when I was rescued by Gerald and The Resistance. If they could do that to my inventor who had served in the NSCC since he was a teenager, I have no doubt they'll do the same to you.”

	“It's about time we take them down!” someone in the crowd shouted.

	“They wrongly convicted me. Took my home!” another shouted.

	“They killed my husband! Because he refused to serve their purpose!”

	“My children are placed on house arrest for the rest of my life. I won't see my family again if I don't give them my company's code.”

	Frances looked around the beaming crowd. These were people just like him. People who have been framed, wrongfully accused, hunted down, and had everything taken from them including their life's work, and their families.

	Dante's gaze traveled from him to the crowd. He raised his hands in the air, making the room still again. 

	“My friends," he said, his voice heavy. "A new era is about to begin, one in which the forces of oppression and darkness aim to put out the light of liberty and advancement. However, we refuse to fearlessly cower or submit to the likes of the government."

	The audience erupted into a chorus of murmured voices, all seeming to be in agreement. 

	With each syllable, Dante's voice rose. "They think they have boxed us in," he added. “But they have no idea that we have been lurking in the shadows until the right opportunity to act. Our journey into the unknown has allowed us to hone our abilities until we are prepared to triumph. And we will triumph in the end!"

	A wave of determination raced through the crowd; with Dante leading the way, they had the impression that they were unstoppable.

	Dante's triumphant voice rang out as he declared, "We have a secret weapon. The inventor with boundless brilliance, the Father of the NanoShots." Dante pointed at Frances. “We can change the course of this conflict and usher in a new period of prosperity and peace."

	The audience exploded in cheers and clapping, their enthusiasm intensifying.

	"And so I say to you, my brothers and sisters," his voice resounding with triumph. "We will take a stand and defend our rights. We will demonstrate to the world that we are not going down without a fight. We are stronger than they think. If we stand united, we will conquer together!"

	The audience erupted in one last cry of defiance, ready to face their adversary: the NSCC. 
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	he very next day, ‘Training Day’ started with The Resistance. Most members called it ‘Fatigue,’ while others stuck to the ‘Training Day’ term. Each training session with The Resistance was more intense than the previous one.

	Humans and cyborgs in The Resistance take on physically daunting tasks, such as implementing several pushups, vigorous climbing, and weight lifting. The robots and bots would utilize the program updating tasking, which involves currently updating their own software to current trends and sharpening their software tools to be more effective. Fighter robots are instilled with current assault moves that constantly update their mechanical form as they practice these new skills to perfection. 

	For killer robots and bots, they do what The Resistance calls ‘Weapon Cleansing’ which is a rapid update of their weapon. This ensures their weapons are more lethal than most. Lethal enough that no one subject to it should be able to escape.

	These activities in The Resistance took place from five to nine in the morning. Everyone was all in, and anyone who lagged behind was punished by no other person than the training commander, Gerald. 

	This morning, Gerald walked around the training field as everyone carried on with their various activities, which resulted in exhaustion. Gerald’s cybernetic parts clicked, whirred, and pumped as he shouted at The Resistance members, pushing them to their limits. 

	“Hey! Get on with it now!”

	“We're planning an invasion, not a birthday party, Noah! Get your ass up!”

	“What’s that?! Two… three… go now! now! now!”

	Frances was right in the midst of a nightmare, and just when he was close to being captured by NSCC agents in the basement of his own home, a bot came to shake him back to reality.

	“Fatigue time!” he yelled and ran out of the room without a further explanation. Frances had sat in his very uncomfortable bunker, checked the time, and saw it was barely five in the morning, yet everyone ran as if they were going to get a free meal, or their lives depended on it. 

	He clenched his growling stomach, wishing for a good meal, as he watched them momentarily. Unsure of how to react, he peered through the window for a sign of direction. Everyone in The Resistance was rushing out onto the field, and he realized he would be left out. Quickly, he jolted up to his feet and followed.

	There was no warning and no orientation on what would be happening. As soon as Gerald got to the field at 5:00 a.m. sharp, everyone descended into various, crazy exercises and activities. At first, he had stood in the machine-only section, still looking around, unsure of what was going on until they directed him to where the humans were. Getting to the human-only section made him more terrified and confused. 

	He worked out and got advanced gym training software that helped with his activities. However, these physical exercises were beyond him. These workouts were some only professional athletes could accomplish, not a now-convicted professor with a pregnant wife and a soon-to-be teenage daughter, who hardly had time for himself. 

	Frances felt out of place and stood on the sidelines. It had only been a day, but he had already noticed a lot of unpleasant and sometimes passive-aggressive treatment from most of The Resistance members. Some looked at him and reacted weirdly. Most didn’t even say a word to him. But he wasn't worried, since this was just his second day here.

	He did squats in the corner while the rest of the crew lifted heavy rocks, somersaulted, and did several push-ups with heavy iron resting on their backs.

	Frances looked up and saw that the day was just about to break. Despite the overhead of this field camp-like place being covered with a deflection shield that had lights all around it. The field was bright as day with artificial lighting. He could see the sun rising on the horizon. It was so beautiful to behold.

	“Hey! NanoMan!” A yell interrupted his thoughts. “What the hell are you doing?” Gerald growled at Frances from a distance.

	Frances looked back, unsure of who Gerald was referring to, and continued what he was doing. This only angered Gerald further, who blew a whistle, making the whole exercise stop. Everyone on the field turned to look at Frances.

	Frances was never the one to be self-conscious, but at that moment he could feel the weight of the gaze of everyone standing on the field. All of the faces looked alike, and Frances could feel hints of anger on most of their faces. Gerald jumped over to Frances

	“Do you have loose bowels, NanoMan?”

	Frances shot him a glare. He still wondered why Gerald called him NanoMan when Dante clearly introduced him as Frances to him when they met. 

	“I do not, Gerald. I am just clear…”

	“Then why do you act like you do? We are out here trying to win a war, not shitting around!”

	There was a brief chuckle in the crowd. Frances, looking around the crowd, took in a deep breath that helped push in his anger. Dante was nowhere to be found to stop this and he was stuck with Gerald.

	“Back to the exercise, NanoMan. I've got my eyes on you,” Gerald said and turned around.

	“My name is Frances.”

	Gerald turned back around as if he were unsure if something had been said. “I'm sorry, what was that?”

	“My name is Frances,” Frances repeated. “Besides a little exercise, what do you do here? Since I’m new here, instead of… you know, yelling in my face.”

	Some of The Resistance members gasped, while others quickly took their eyes off Frances, as if afraid of what would happen to him.

	Gerald turned back to him and gave a brief but daunting chuckle. “Ah, I see. A little exercise, huh?”

	Frances nodded.

	“Why don't we start with some pushups then,” Gerald said and signaled one of the members to bring an object. It was unclear what it was, but Frances looked from them to Gerald. He nodded and positioned himself on the floor, preparing for push-ups.

	Gerald tapped his human leg on the floor. “Alright, one, two, three… c’mon let's go, Frances!”

	With this, Frances began his pushups. It was easier than he had remembered. He did them to one-hundred, and by forty-five he was already exhausted. Gerald had stopped counting, and suddenly he felt a heavyweight press down on him.

	Frances screamed and grunted in terror, to no avail. The masses of The Resistance either burst into laughter, unable to help themselves, or looked away to hide their chuckling. Gerald's hardened face, however, remained the same.

	“That's an Altas star rock. It weighs around 440-550 lbs. Good enough to break your back, some may think. But with a good balance, the Altas star rock becomes lighter. So, balance it up Frances, and lift, lift, lift,” Gerald said as he walked away, screaming to the rest of The Resistance to continue their exercise while Frances glowed with sweat, trying to push his body back up.

	That night, Frances couldn't sleep as his back ached to the bones. After the move he pulled, he had been hoping to get some respect or a little warmth from some Resistance members who might look at his courage in facing Gerald's oppressive exercise routines. But he only got cold looks and a few jesting ones while he lay on his bed with his aches and loneliness. Thinking about Naomi helped him get through the night. 

	The next day, the routine continued. This time Frances pushed as hard as he could go, though Gerald was hardly satisfied and still called him NanoMan.

	The bone-aching routine and his continuous isolation lasted for two weeks. By the third week, Dante had arrived on the scene to read the processions, much to Frances’ relief. At this point, Frances had gotten a grip on the exercises, and its season was rounding off to a new form of training: the shooting range and the sparring match.

	The shooting range came first and was Frances’ favorite. There was nothing more therapeutic and compensating than having a machine do the physical task he was meant to do and getting an adrenaline rush in the process. 

	The shooting range was like a virtual reality game where each one of them had been equipped for the battle. Although it was not physically daunting, it was mentally draining at times. With the shooting range, Frances bested almost everyone, including Gerald, who wasn't too happy with this.

	For someone who had spent nights in his billion-dollar-state-of-the-art tech basement with refined virtual reality setups, playing hundreds, if not thousands, of shooting range games, this was nothing to Frances. Dante was pleased with this. 

	However, the tides shifted when it came to the sparring match. “Looks like we're gonna get our manicured nails scratched…” Gerald said to Frances, laughing from his belly, as they left the virtual reality room in preparation for the sparring match.

	Frances got away from the match with more than just a scratch. Some of his fingers were dislocated, his face swollen from several punches, and blood stained his shirt from a busted lip—all unleashed on him by Gerald, who had more athleticism than he could ever hope to have.

	When Frances returned to his bunker that evening, his fellow Resistance members only looked at him, some in pity and some in spite, and then returned to their various activities like he wasn't there. Frances thought to return to his bed and sleep the pain and aches off just like he had always done. But he couldn't take it anymore. He had trained for three weeks with these people, yet they couldn't bring themselves to trust him. He walked to his bed, limping, snatched his coat, and walked out into the night.

	The air was cold. But Frances was sick of being an outsider, despite everything he had endured here. He strolled around in the night, limping slightly, trying to get himself to kick stones despite the pain.

	He started to think about Gege and what she would be thinking about right now. She would have probably snuck into his lab to get some of his Nanotechnology products working. However, she had no idea how to properly work any of them fully without assistance, except how to reach him through Tricia. 

	“Isn't it too cold for you to be out now?”

	Frances turned around; thankfully, it was Dante. He smiled and nodded. “I needed the air, I guess.”

	Dante nodded and smiled in return, “Well, I need your help, c’mon.”

	Dante turned to leave while Frances followed him to quarters that looked to belong to High-ranking members of The Resistance. Frances hesitated at first to go in, but Dante nodded at him that it was alright. They walked into a little lab tucked in the corner of the building, and from what Frances could see, he could tell it was Dante’s lab. 

	Several Exo-Suits were arranged around the room, each in an automated sensory glass that beamed with radiation.

	“I've been working on this for months now.” Dante pointed to one of the suits left lying limp on the table. It looked broken, as its multiple cybernetic components and sensors were all over the place. “It's my best. I broke it when I was running away from the NSCC.”

	Frances limped closely to the suit, running his hands through it. “Yea… it's trash.”

	Dante shot him a glare, but Frances' face quickly melted into a smile, and he chuckled. “I'm just messing with you, Dante. You need to replace the cybernetic components.”

	“All of them?”

	“No,” Frances got around the suit and began working on it. “It's like a truck, but it's not,” Frances said. “Can I have your tools?” 

	Dante tapped a button and out from the table floated a variety of tools. While Frances fixed the suit, Dante paced around. 

	“Sorry about the bruises, Frances. That's just how we do things here.”

	Frances stopped for a moment, nodded without looking at Dante, and kept working on the suit.

	“We basically have to live on edge most of our days, so we have to be prepared for anything.”

	“Yea, I got the memo,” Frances said, still focused on his work.

	“Teamwork is our strength. We'll be doomed without it…” Dante continued

	“Done!” Frances said and gently tapped the suit, which came on, its light glowing with life.

	Dante, still standing in the corner, nodded, one of his hands crossed on his upper stomach while he held his chin with the other, resting it on the crossed hand. Frances watched his eyes go wide in disbelief. Dante hurried over to the table and saw that his problem had been finally resolved.

	“Let's go!!!!!” Dante yelled in an excited and impressed tone. “That's what I'm talking about!” He continued as he wrapped his arm around Frances’ shoulders. 

	Frances reached out and fist-bumped Dante, signifying the mutual respect between both geniuses.

	“You are a true gift. Thanks, Frances,” Dante nodded.

	“No problem,” Frances responded with a smile that ignored all of the current state of pain he was in.

	 “Side note, I'm a little concerned that you have been distant from the rest of The Resistance.”

	Frances looked at Dante and chuckled as he cleaned his hands with a towel. “I think things are the total opposite, Dante. They don't trust me because I'm NanoMan or whatever.” Frances threw the towel on a chair in the room.

	“It's true that they don't trust you. I know that. But I also know that they want to trust you. They just need you to show yourself to be more…”

	“More what… human?”

	“Loyal,” Dante said. “The Resistance is filled with so many people, most of which were not as lucky and gifted as us. A lot of them had been thrown the most damning ordeal that none of us could ever think about making it through. Yet they made it here alive.”

	“So, what are you saying?”

	“Show some respect and empathy, Frances. If you want it, you have to give it. Let them know you are just like them, not a sheltered, pompous billionaire who is not willing to take responsibility for his creations. Let them know you are just as eager to fight with them as they are with you.”

	Frances nodded. “I… I didn't see it that way.” 

	“Well, now you do,” Dante said.

	Frances returned to his bunker that night to address his fellow Resistance roommates. However, before he walked in, he noticed they were all awake, gathered together as they spoke about him.

	“He's not one of us. Look at the way he walks. Like he owns the place.” The person talking mimicked Frances' steps.

	“Anyone who is an enemy of the NSCC is a friend of mine.”

	“Oh stop it, Xgon. We are barely a decade into the ethnic cleansing of our kind and you're already being so trusting?” 

	Frances couldn't see the face of the person who spoke, as he tried as much as possible to remain hidden. 

	“I'm sorry about that,” someone said. 

	“Yeah, we are the only two of our kind left in the universe. And even still, we are still hunted down.”

	“I wish they could hunt me down and let my children go.” Someone said, “They'll never let me see my family again. Unless I sign my company over.”

	“What company is that?”

	“It's the water company. The one recently purchased by the government, but the rights are still ours as we have an eighty percent stake in it. The courts ruled in our favor but the government is holding onto us like a pitbull.” The person stifled. “I heard the news of the government trying to spread contaminated water, and they weren't too fond of me when I tried to step in and prevent it. I brought this misfortune on myself. I wish my children wouldn't have to suffer for it.”

	For a moment, there was silence in the room. 

	“I'm really sorry, Marsai.” 

	“Has anyone heard from Ivanca?” Someone asked. “The past few months without Idris have been hard on her.”

	“I saw her struggling with our update during the training. It must be hard re-living the experience where it all went wrong.”

	“I knew Idris for a very long time. Very cool guy. But very ambitious, especially on behalf of us poor folk.”

	“Nah, Idris strikes me as intimidating,” someone said.

	“So does Ivanca. But that's because she's burdened by the weight of his ambitions. She is the only one of her kind left and has to carry the weight of Idris’ ambition everywhere she goes.”

	“What was she yapping about the other day now?”

	“About helping underdeveloped cities once the invasion was over.”

	“Yea, she's determined.”

	A few people nodded. Frances turned away from them and finally understood what Dante was talking about. These people were just like him. He also considered his ambitions to have only been centered around himself and his family. 

	He had never spoken to Ivanca, but seeing this was her purpose, motivated him to do better.

	The next day at lunch, Frances saw Kamalo and pulled him to the side. He seemed to be the spokesman for a decent amount of mini groups in The Resistance, Frances thought. If that wasn’t the case, he was definitely the loudest, most animated, and most influential of the small groups.

	“I’ve seen the struggle of feeling helpless as I was traveling through different cities before being brought here. I want to help as much as possible,” Frances admitted. 

	Kamalo's eyes squinted. “How can we truly trust you?”

	“After I clear my name and everyone's name here, my goal is to become a part of the government to help implement changes for the citizens and to make sure nobody else will go through this. I will also encourage the appointing of members of The Resistance as officials as well,” he responded.

	Kamalo smiled and said, “We hate what the government has done to us. In fact, most of us forget that the NSCC is only one of the five branches of the government. Implementing members like us into official positions in different branches can change many lives.”

	There's a total of five divisions of the government: Niaverine Science Collaboration Center (NSCC), Niaverine Justice Collaboration Center (NJCC), Niaverine Finance Collaboration Center (NFCC), Niaverine Education Collaboration Center (NECC), Niaverine Diversity Collaboration Center (NDCC). They all should work as one, but start conflicts amongst themselves because of distrust and differences, which affect the citizens.

	Frances nodded his head.

	“You might be alright, Frances. I will talk to the crew and see what I can do.”

	Hearing those words put Frances at ease, and he felt like a weight was lifted off of his shoulders.

	Frances never really thought about obtaining a position in the government before this conversation. But, saying it out loud and knowing the potential good he could bring to citizens to try to outweigh the negativity his NanoShots had created, he felt like this was the best thing to do.

	After this interaction, the training sessions the following days became animated for Frances. Not only did he get along with his team members now, but he was readily active in all the activities.

	At the end of the final sparring match, after Gerald had tossed him to the floor for the thousandth time, Frances retreated with the rest of The Resistance, who had helped him up to get lunch. Surprisingly, Gerald wasn't so hard on him this time, so he got away without too much of his blood spilling out. Gerald also taught him the ropes, showing him some moves that could disarm his opponent. It was a productive sparring match. 

	At lunch, they talked, laughed, and joked among each other, while Gerald came to join in, making jokes of his own.

	At the end of the lunch, when they were leaving, Gerald pulled Frances aside for a talk.

	“I want to apologize to you, Nanoman…” Gerald straightened up. “Scratch that… Frances. These past few weeks have been tough for you, I'm aware. And it's mostly my fault.” Gerald’s cyborg components made sounds as he stood back, as if in contemplation.

	“I was raised in the military. I'm a true military man. I left the military to be an activist when I saw the evil our government was perpetrating all over the world after so many missions overseas. Of course, they hated me, stood against me, fought me, and tried to kill me multiple times, but they couldn't. I was raised there, so I had studied every weapon in their arsenal and knew the technology they used and protocols they could ever think to unleash on me.”

	Gerald sighed gravely. “But Alice, my sister, didn't. She wasn't prepared for what they were going to hit her with. She was raised off base with our grandparents. I still can't forgive myself anytime I see that image.” Gerald coughed and straightened up again. “I don’t think it's your fault she died. I just don't want anyone else to repeat the same mistake I made and not protect their loved one.” Gerald walked back to the field, his cyborg components whirring and clicking as he grew distance apart the further he walked.
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	t had been weeks of rigorous training and exercise in preparation to invade the NSCC. Frances had gained a new perspective on The Resistance, and he had come to the realization that they were no different from him. It was a combination of people: The _0.3, the lowest of the society, to the _05, the mega-rich.

	They all have one thing in common, an enemy, the NSCC. However, weeks here made him realize no one really understood who or what the NSCC was. They were the Niaverine government; however, they were elusive figures that no one could grasp.

	During one of their meetings, Dante spoke of the clues the NSCC used to warn their prey. Like sending a strange figure, which they displayed in their holographic display.

	“That’s Mr. Thomas!” Frances exclaimed, pointing at a figure amidst a sea of figures.

	“Well, he could be Mr. Thomas to you, but he is Mr. Hogan to some, Zalio to others, the shoe polisher to some, and the weatherman to another,” Gerald said. 

	“What do you mean?” Frances looked puzzled.

	“We believe he is not real. They have many deep A.I. puppets that are controlled by someone. It would be no shocker if this ‘Mr. Thomas’ was one of them. You'll find out who he is when you find out who is controlling him,” Gerald said, tapping the table. “It's like those vintage videos made in the early 21st century. Those videos we watch in school of those toy cars operated by controllers in the hands of little children.”

	Frances nodded. 

	“There is a controller behind each and every one of these avatars.”

	“That's what they are now? Avatars?” 

	Dante nodded. “That's not the crazy part. The crazy part is that they are everywhere among us, and we can't even tell who is who. One of them stalked us a few times.”

	Frances had always had his suspicions about these beings. But, this was beyond his wildest imagination. 

	“Gerald spotted him a couple of times and right when we were about to attack, guess what…” Dante chuckled, placing his hand on top of his head. 

	“Boom… exploded.” Gerald gestures with his hands. “It wasn't just a fake ass, beeping, glitching shit. It was a bomb.” 

	Dante returned his hands to the screen. “Fortunately, some of us were able to follow his trail. We wanted an idea of where the base may be located. So, after some extensive research and exploration, we finally figured it out. It was the hidden NSCC office.”

	The holographic screen flickered, casting a captivating light across the dimly lit chamber where Frances, Dante, and Gerald were. Leaning forward, Frances saw a massive 4D tower that was unlike traditional architecture. 

	“There…” Dante said, pointing at the screen while his other hand rested on the physical template in the room.

	The building was depicted in spectacular clarity by the holographic screen's ethereal radiance. Its shimmering silhouette swirled against the night sky. Each aspect of its form appears both substantial and intangible at the same time. The construction was inverted. Unlike other skyscrapers around it, the top was buried deep under the earth, and its solid base supported the slender superstructure that rose just a little above ground.

	Dante pinched and spread his fingers, zooming in and out to examine the details of the tower. The holographic panel responded fluidly to every movement, exposing new levels of intricacy in the digital design.

	The finer features of the projection became visible up close, displaying a radiant array of textures and patterns. The screencasts a glow on the glass outside of the building, its angular surfaces mirroring and causing the light to refract in fascinating patterns. Using his fingertip, Dante followed the smooth and controlled outlines of the tower, following its cascading surfaces all the way down to the point where it met the earth.

	“We also made our own replica of the deep fake A.I. avatars and sent it to spy on them,” Gerald said with a smirk on his face. “No, it’s not as good as theirs, but we’ve got just enough information for an invasion.” 

	Dante flicked his wrist to reveal the piece of the skyscraper that was upside down. Instantly, the screen responded, displaying a series of levels that descended precipitously deep into the earth. The building's inverted superstructure grew outward in concentric circles beneath the surface of the ground. There were expansive subterranean levels with winding passageways and spacious atriums. 

	The holographic display flared with vivid lights as it continued to reveal the delights of the tower beneath. Dante's fingers navigated the maze-like passageways, adjusting the screen to reveal secret rooms, staircases, and elevators that sank deeper into the ground. The subterranean levels were teeming with activity, as synthetic avatars moved fluidly and dynamically across the holographic passageways. 

	“There they are…” Dante chuckled. 

	The flashing light on the computer screen brought them deeper and deeper into the ground floor of the NSCC building. Instead of darkness, they saw a realm filled with life and vibrant colors. Deeper inside the building, a lively fusion of architectural styles, from sleek contemporary to exquisite classical flourishes, was visible. Every level was unique but harmonious, creating a series of identical structures that made the building more complex. 

	“Once they found our unidentified deep A.I. avatars in their midst, they made access tighter. Every deep A.I. that gets into the building must be verified from now on. We couldn't pass the verification test, so we’ve been locked out,” Gerald explained.

	“Since unverified deep A.I. avatars can't enter the NSCC building, we must go there ourselves. We have the building combed through already, and we know where most things are. We will infiltrate where they keep the Nanoshots solutions, formulations, and other inventions, like my Exo-Suit. We’ll see what we can get out and what we can destroy, so they don't continue using any inventor’s formulas.”

	Frances looked down at the screen. His focus narrowed in on the building before him as he analyzed the details. The enormous underground atrium opened in front of him on the holographic display. The glass panels in the atrium's domed roof arched high above, reflecting the screen's glimmering light. Beneath, rich vegetation grew, creating a green haven in the middle of the underground maze. He pinched the screen to enlarge his view and investigate the nuances of the atrium.

	The atrium's beautiful gardens, with their meandering sidewalks adorned with blooming flowers and lush plants, extended in all directions beneath the glass dome. The vivid colors of the flowers, the soft movement of the leaves, and the serene serenity of the streams that zigzag through the gardens were all well captured by the holographic screen.

	“Unlike us, the zeros, they live a good life.” Gerald chuckled dryly.

	“We both know it's more than just a garden, Gerald. It looked to be their powerhouse. The mechanism that holds the building together. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Dante said, his eyes widening on the screen.

	Frances' eyes wandered to the large fountain in the center of the gardens, which served as the atrium's focal point. The holographic light glistened on the descending levels of the fountain, sending streams of digital water tumbling into the pools below. His fingertips followed the curves of the fountain, and as he did so, the screen reacted fluidly, sharpening the structure's definition.

	Frances’ gaze swept over the digital sculpture, admiring the elaborate patterns that portrayed a whirling fusion of flowing lines and abstract shapes. The water from the fountain never stopped, glimmering in the artificial sunlight as it tumbled down the levels.

	“I’ve never seen a fountain like this before…” Frances said to himself, accessing all the rich details the holographic screen could give out.

	The sleek, silver, tall robot entered the room at that moment. Frances had noticed her name was Ivanca_+*, the one they spoke about in the bunker because it was laser etched above her chest plate. The bunker crew pronounced it without the coding symbols at the end. She was one of the inventions of Idris Lamani, one of the greatest inventors who got killed by the NSCC, who Frances was familiar with.

	Ivanca’s personality was far beyond mechanical, like most of her race, just like her form, she had a human female personality, like her robot form was just a costume. 

	“The Resistance is ready for Frances,” she said looking from Dante to Gerald and then to Frances.

	“For me…?”

	Dante stood upright. “We haven't briefed him on that, Ivanca.”

	Ivanca's eyes went from Frances to Dante. There was a hint of disbelief in her eyes. 

	“What do you mean you haven't briefed him yet. We don't have all the time in the world…”

	Frances looked from robot to human. “Okay… what's going on?”

	Ivanca stepped forward. “If you don't do it, I will.” 

	Gerald got in her way. “That's okay, Ivanca. Let Dante do it.”

	Frances gazed in confusion. Dante stepped towards him and sighed as he searched for words. “You have to destroy the NanoShots, Frances.”

	“What?”

	“Destroy it completely, like it never happened. It was never meant to happen in the first place,” Ivanca added.

	“You don't understand, the NanoShots have many variations as I said before. It needs to be tamed, not destroyed. It just needs to be re-engineered to neutralize itself when any fusion of something foreign outside of its main components may occur.”

	Gerald rolled his eyes in irritation, Dante sighed deeply, while Ivanca tapped some buttons on her wrist, revealing some documents.

	“It says here the NanoShot not only has the power to accelerate death but also promote immortality. This in the wrong hands can be devastating!” Ivanca snapped the display on her wrist closed. “Do you know what the NSCC would do with such technology?!” The round orbs on her face glared at Frances.

	“This was why it was patented in the first place. I only need to present my case to the courts, and they'll put an end to it.”

	“Present your case to the courts?! They will tear you to shreds before you can pronounce a syllable!” Gerald snapped in irritation.

	Dante stepped forward, facing Ivanca and Gerald. “The decision has been made. There's no need to beat a dead horse.” He turned to Frances “You've made the biggest mistake of your life. It's time you reversed it, Frances. You started this; you need to end this!” Dante's stare bore on Frances, almost digging him deep into the ground where he stood.

	Frances stood there, unsure of what to do. They were all right. But this was his life's work. If the NanoShots were eradicated, he would feel as if his life would be over.

	Frances stormed out of the room to get some air, leaving everyone bewildered and concerned about his next move.

	“Someone needs to talk him into it,” Gerald said, folding his arms around his chest.

	Dante sighed, brushing his hair down with his hand. “I'll do it…”

	“No…” Ivanca said. “Leave it to me.”

	“Look Ivanca, I know you have good intentions, but you've been a little harsh on the man. He's been through a lot,” Dante inserted.

	“You just yelled at him… but I meant it when I said it, Dante. I'll bring him back,” Ivanca said and stepped out of the room.

	Frances approached a camouflaged door, pulled it open, and stepped outside into the crisp night air. Before him, the city opened up into an expansive tangle of lights and shadows that spanned the limit of his vision.

	Frances stood there for a few minutes, gasping for air. Tension filled the air, along with a thousand unsolved issues. He was unable to get rid of the uneasiness that was eating away at him as he attempted to settle himself. 

	Frances sighed with frustration as he ran a hand through his tightly coiled hair, trying to make sense of it all, his fingers got tangled in the unkempt strands. 

	Frances leaned against the railing and looked down at the vastness of the capital city. From this vantage point, the city spread out in front of him, its busy streets and tall skyscrapers bathed in the gentle glow of artificial lighting.

	Frances let himself get lost for a moment in the splendor of the cityscape, the dazzling lights and flurry of movement providing a pleasant diversion from the internal anguish raging in his mind. 

	The Niaverine capital city illuminates the pitch-black night sky with its energetic colors. From Frances’ view, it looked otherworldly, like a beast rising out of the abyssal depths. The island was a riot of color, life, and movement, surrounded by the river's waters that softly passed through its boundaries.

	A mixture of holographic lights and floating surveillance antennae danced like celestial beings in the night breeze above the metropolis. The city seemed to pulse with an electric vitality that emerged from its towering spires and meandering streets.

	From this angle, above a grassy hill on the riverbank, Frances could see the entire city spread out before him, rising from the river's edge like a massive phoenix made of steel, glass, and light. The cityscape blended in perfectly with the surroundings. The river itself extended with ripples softly swaying and reflecting a few traces of light from the metropolis beyond. 

	Tall towers peered out of the night sky, the highest buildings had their forms etched in a stunning spectrum of reds, greens, and yellows.

	Between these imposing behemoth towers, clung countless lesser buildings to the hills and valleys of the city, their forms were lit by neon and flickering digital billboards promoting anything from future tech goods to vacation packages. 

	A vast plaza with towering exhibits displaying entertainment, ads, and news continuously aired along its edges in the center of the city. This was the spot where the holographic lights glowed the brightest, projecting their vibrant colors onto the polished stones of the plaza to create a captivating dance of light and color that drew people in. 

	There was hardly anyone in the street. People who came out were either the mega-rich or belonged to government agencies. Others were indoors, wasting their life away in the virtual reality world, afraid to be seen, or running for their lives.

	The neon light caught the metallic bodies of a fleet of floating drones, which resembled a swarm of mechanical bees hovering above the plaza. These aerial guards monitored the city's airspace, but only to a certain height without authorization. Their motions were methodical and fluid as their small cameras scanned the masses below. The drones flew in one, their flight paths merging like knitting threads in an enormous knitting. The blinking lights of the drones added to the already vivid brightness that pervaded the metropolis. They looked like moving twinkling stars. Except they were surveillance stars.

	The streets spread out like veins. The city's vitality flowed through, with a few people and several cars, most of which were automatic. These cars and other vehicles are built with a liquid molecule electric generator in the engine, that converts any liquid poured in, into electricity needed for operation.

	The river hugged to the west. Further out, it could be seen that its dark waters returned to the ocean, which lay north, with the city overlooking it. The ocean then bent around to cover the east side of the city. It was surrounded by water almost completely.

	Standing there, soaking in the scene, Frances realized that this was a location that would live on in his memory forever; a place where life flowed like a stream, twisting and curling, its light reflecting onto the surface of the water, and where light and shadow danced upon the ripples.

	Frances rested on the rail, looking at how the water was under heavy surveillance. There was no place for him to hide except with these people, who wanted him to forfeit all he had laboriously worked for.

	“Do you have a moment to spare?” Ivanca startled Frances out of his thoughts. He turned around to the robot’s features, which glistened in the darkness.

	Frances turned back around, ignoring her. His eyes rested on the neon glow beaming from the city ahead of him. He tucked his chin into his arms and looked on.

	Ivanca stepped forward to the rail, standing beside him. “You must think about them a lot,” she said.

	“Think about who?”

	“Naomi, Gege, and the little growing one,” Ivanca said.

	Frances sighed. “So it's true, no criminal has privacy in Niaverine,” Frances said dryly.

	“No one has privacy in Niaverine, Frances. We all have been sold out to the government long before Niaverine even existed.”

	“… I appreciate the history lessons,” Frances said sarcastically.

	“There's no need to be harsh, Frances, I just want to help,” Ivanca said, looking aside. The silence between them resumed. Frances' gaze remained in the distance.

	“When Idris was making me, one of his secret goals was to defile the Niaverine government's hold on our information. He wanted a place where people's data could be kept safe from the prying eyes of the government.”

	“That can't be possible. VPNs were banned thousands of years ago. It's like a myth now.”

	“Oh, but it's not.” Ivanca’s orbs had a shiny glow to them that showed she was smiling. 

	Frances turned to her, looking at her interestingly. “You’re a VPN robot?”

	“I am more than that, obviously,” she rolled her eyes. “One of the things Idris instilled in me was the VPN code. To make as many VPN facilities as possible to get us out of reach from the Niaverine authorities. That's why they don't know we are here.”

	Frances looked around, nodding. “I see. The Resistance is a brilliant bunch,” Frances said, still nodding. He stopped and faced Ivanca. “I kinda missed the whole… you know… how we got here… in the capital… this high… that was some weird technology.”

	“Teleporting, you mean?”

	“Wow… we've gotten there now, have we? Every second I'm learning something new, huh?”

	A buzzing chuckle escaped Ivanca's system. “Yes, we have, Frances. Just recently, after the whole deep fake A.I. avatar thing, but like most groundbreaking technology, it's still in its primitive stage. It's pretty efficient but raw.”

	The silence between them resumed again. This time, Frances was slouched over, pessimistically. 

	“You know, Frances. The Niaverine administration has been leveraging our technology, including Dante's Exo-Suits and Idris technology, for years in order to hide their activities and sway global politics for their own gain,” Ivanca said soberly.

	"They cloak it all with a facade of legitimacy and control. They have used our technologies for espionage, sabotage, and even outright conquest. They covered their operations using Idris’ tech. They used it to conceal their true goals from the public by manipulating other technology to weave a web of lies and deceit.” There was a hint of bitterness in Ivanca’s tone.

	“Even Dante’s Exo-Suits are used for foreign conquest and influencing international politics to their advantage.” Ivanca turned to Frances. “You can't imagine what they'll do now they have the NanoShot, Frances. The population reduction agenda is still a myth, but all evidence points to its possibility. You can't imagine what they'll do with the Nanoshots possibility for immortality.”

	Frances sighed and remained quiet.

	Noticing his purposeful silence, Ivanca tapped a few buttons on her wrists. “One good thing about being a VPN robot is that you get to make transactions no government technology can ever pick up on. I got to speak with Naomi and Gege this morning.”

	Frances turned to look at her, his face lit up in disbelief. 

	“I told them you're doing just fine. They said they would love to speak with you as soon as they possibly can.”

	“Ivanca…” Frances stared at her in disbelief. Ivanca nodded and pressed a button on her wrist. There was a ringing buzz that escaped her wrist, and soon a voice broke out of the buzz.

	“Hello…” the voice said.

	Frances felt his knees weakening and his heart pounding in his ears. It felt like years since he had heard this soft, mellow voice.

	“Frances…?”

	“Naomi…” With tears in his eyes, as he took a step forward. He looked from Ivanca to her wrist. 

	“You can only hear her voice, Frances. My VPN servers can't allow holographs.” 

	“Ivanca? Frances? Who's there?”

	Frances wiped his tears. “Naomi. It's me,” Frances said with a sad chuckle. “I'm here…”

	“Frances…” Naomi's voice broke. “Baby!” She was sobbing, Frances could tell.

	Tears dripped down his cheeks despite him trying to hold it back. He held Ivanca's wrist and sobbed.

	Frances nodded. “… yes… It’s okay bae.”

	“Oh my god Frances, I received a random call, and Ivanca promised me that she would get me in contact with you.”

	“Naomi, I'm so sorry…”

	“Frances… you’re alive, you almost killed me… but you’re alive… it's okay.” Despite talking, Naomi's voice only kept getting mellow as she sobbed while speaking.

	Frances felt a knot rise in his throat. All he could do was listen helplessly from a distance, wanting to reach out and comfort her.

	Frances muttered, "Naomi." His voice was full of sorrow. "My love, I'm here. I swear, I'm safe.”

	“Gege misses you a whole lot. I told her you'll be back home soon. I know you will.” 

	Frances wished at that very moment that he could see them. He wanted to see Naomi, her eyes, her beautiful curly hair, and the expression on her face. He missed her and Gege dearly.

	"Dad…?" Gege's shaky voice was heard on the other side of the call.

	Frances felt a familiar sting of tears swelling up in his eyes, his heart heavy under the weight of his words. Even though he knew he had to be strong for his family, at that precise moment, it felt like the entire world was pressing down on him, crushing him under its merciless weight.

	The sound of his daughter's voice broke Frances' heart; her words were like javelins piercing his already frail willpower. He yearned to embrace her and console her, but all he could do was listen to her helplessly from a distance.

	"I'm here, Gege, my sweetheart; I am here," Frances stammered out.

	“When will you be returning home? I miss you so much."

	"I swear, I'll be home soon; I’ve just been on a long trip."

	The uncertainty in her voice intensified as she tried to process what she had heard. "But Dad," she said hesitantly. “It feels like forever since you left. Why can't you come home right now?"

	Hearing Gege's words, Frances felt a wave of shame, being unable to provide her with the whole truth or expose her impressionable mind to the harshness of the reality they lived in. Yet, he could not bear to deceive her or offer her false optimism in an increasingly uncertain future.

	"I know, Gege," Frances apologized regretfully. "Your Dad needs to take care of some things first, even though I wish I could come home right now. I swear, I'll get home as soon as I can, sweetheart. You know that I love you more than anything in the entire world."

	"Okay, Dad, love you too," Gege said, barely audible above a whisper. He could tell she was crying. Gege was a smart child. She definitely knew this was much more than adult business. Especially now that she is a pre-teen. "I'll be here waiting for you, Dad."

	There was a brief silence on the line. Soon Frances heard Naomi order Gege out of the room, she spoke in such low whispers that he had to strain his ears to get what Naomi was saying. “We are under thorough surveillance.” 

	The last thing they needed was for the NSCC to suspect a phone conversation between Naomi, Gege, and Frances. 

	Naomi’s voice resumed on the phone, “Frances…” she said, her sobbing was obvious this time. “… the news… What is going on? What did you do?”

	As soon as Frances heard Naomi's remarks, his heart fell. "Naomi, I… I'm sorry," his voice boiled with regret. "I wish I could give you an explanation of everything, but it's not safe. Please know that I'm making every effort to keep us secure and protected."

	“Frances…” Naomi’s voice became increasingly agitated. "But it's so hard not knowing what's going on, and not being able to help you," she said, in an overly emotional voice.

	Frances noticed the pain in Naomi's voice, making the wave of shame resume over him. He was aware that he had placed her in a difficult situation where she was compelled to choose between her love for him and her need to protect their family. She was twenty-eight weeks pregnant, a delicate stage where she needed all the emotional support she could get from him.

	"I'm sorry, Naomi," Frances said, his voice barely audible above a whisper. "I apologize for… for everything. But please, believe me when I say I'm fighting back. I'm not fighting for myself; our family is the reason I'm doing this. I swear, I'll do everything it takes to keep my family safe…” 

	There was silence on the other end of the line. 

	“It's been hard, Nay… knowing that I might not see Gege or you again makes me wonder if I can continue."

	“I know how difficult this must be for you. But… you must remain resilient for me, Gege, and our future blessing. Frances, we need you more than ever! You have to be confident in yourself! We can overcome this together."

	Frances nodded, "I'll try, Nay." Frances' tears flowed freely. The tears were warm against his skin, and he felt them burning in his eyes. He held onto Ivanca’s wrist, weeping, while Ivanca only stood there, watching him somberly.

	"I know, my love," Naomi said in a kind and compassionate whisper. “But, Frances, we have hope. We have faith, despite everything, our love will always unite us and carry us through the worst of times."

	Frances wiped his tears and nodded. "I promise, babe," he cried with a voice full of passion. "I swear to use every resource at my disposal to get back to you and make things right.” Frances wiped the last drop of tears from his face. “Please know that you are the most important person in my life and that I will never give up on our family… I love you.”

	"I love you too, Frances," she murmured in a kind and loving voice. “We can overcome this together, my dear. I believe in you."

	Ivanca tapped the tip of her wrist, ending the call abruptly. “Long calls like that could raise suspicions from the surveillance on her side. We need to stay vigilant.”

	Frances wiped his tears. “Yes, we do.” He turned to look at Ivanca. “I'll do whatever it takes to get my family back.”

	“Even if it means destroying the NanoShots for good?” Ivanca's orbs bore on him.

	“Whatever… it… takes!”
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	t midnight a dim light shined through the NSCC building. Despite being a mighty power of the Niaverine government, its structure was barely three stories. The real structure was thousands of feet deep in the ground.

	Dante, Gerald, Ivanca, Frances, and some of The Resistance had infiltrated the building thanks to Ivanca's advanced VPN and security deflation abilities. 

	They were all geared up with weapons and built-in advanced VPN protective gear, making them invisible to every advanced network and security breach. With the help of Ivanca, they can only get caught if they are seen physically.

	Frances and Gerald were also equipped in Dante's spare Exo-Suits, aiding their smooth, accelerated movements and giving them superhuman strength for the climbing, crawling, and jumping they would be doing. They all followed Dante closely, who was leading the way.

	Crawling through the pipeline, a feeble light glowed just beyond it, offering a way out. With their Exo-Suits magnetically adhering to the pipeline walls, Dante, Frances, and Gerald moved with ease. Their darker bodies were nearly indistinguishable from the shadows that surrounded them, and the suits not only gave them increased strength and agility but also enabled them to blend into the shadows.

	The sound of the Exo-Suits hummed rhythmically through the pipeline with every movement forward. Their speed slowed as they went farther and farther through the small space that got smaller and smaller with every stride. 

	Ivanca, in the meantime, moved through the pipeline with ease, her magnetic fingertips and toes making it easy for her to go through the tight spaces. 

	They advanced steadily under the low light from afar, which was getting brighter by the second.

	At last, they arrived at the pipeline's terminus and found themselves in a small room illuminated by gentle artificial lighting. Compared to the chilly darkness of the pipeline they had just passed through, the air felt musty and stale.

	After catching their breath, Frances and the others examined the room, assessing the cramped space. They had agreed on the course the mission would take. Everyone had a part to play; Dante would retrieve as much of the stolen files and the technology of companies the NSCC had preyed on. Ivanca would infiltrate its database with a stubborn virus and shut down its activities with various stolen companies. Gerald would send a message by The Resistance from the NSCC to the public to cause an uproar, while Frances would face his fears and destroy any remains of the NanoShots. 

	Looking around the room, Frances took in his surroundings with a mixture of fear and relief. It was just big enough to hold their gathering, with dull, gray concrete walls. The sole noteworthy aspect of this room was a single, lonely toilet concealed in a corner, its porcelain surface glowing slightly in the low light.

	Sighing with relief, he made his way to the toilet. He immediately discharged himself, flushing the toilet and straightening up as the sound of flowing water reverberated quietly throughout the chamber.

	He turned around and saw Dante, Gerald, and Ivanca huddled together, stern looks on their faces as they spoke in low voices. They had decided to split up.

	Frances nodded decisively, turning to face the room's exit, his footsteps softly resonating against the cold concrete floor. He was aware that there was no time to waste and no place for uncertainty or hesitation. He inhaled deeply as he left the chamber and entered the dimly lit hallway outside, bracing himself. 

	Frances stuck close to the wall as he made his way down the hallways. He noticed a door ahead as he turned the corner; its surface was radiating slightly in the subdued light. He accelerated his speed, curious to see what was on the other side. For a second, he hesitated as he approached the door, bracing himself for whatever was beyond.

	Frances took a deep breath before pushing open the door and entering the adjacent room. His jaw dropped at what he witnessed.

	Both humans and robots were moving around the space with a sense of purpose. There were tables all over the place, laden with paperwork and technology, and individuals were gathered in groups, having heated conversations.

	Frances felt fully exposed, his presence visible to everyone who bothered to look, and he felt a wave of terror swept over him. He glanced around the room rapidly, looking for somewhere to hide. He saw a thick curtain at the end of the room and ran into it.

	Thankfully, Frances’ Exo-Suit has a disguise option. All he needs is an example of what or who he wants to look like, and it creates a tailored appearance of that desired model. 

	While hiding behind the curtain, Frances peeked through it. His eyes lingered on a man who stood in the corner of the space. He didn't seem to be connected to the flurry of activities going on around him. With slow, methodical movements, the man looked lost in the simple job of making himself some coffee.

	He dressed professionally in a clean white shirt and blue slacks, despite the setting and mayhem around him. His shoes were shining, his wavy hair was carefully combed, and his pants were pressed to a perfect finish.

	Even though the task at hand was informal, he exuded a sense of serene confidence that distinguished him from the other individuals in the room. He carried himself with poise and composure, as though he owned this busy place.

	For a little while, Frances observed him intently, taking in every action with wonder. Something captivated him about the man, drawing him in and keeping his focus fixed on him.

	At that moment, Frances tapped his Exo-Suit which gave an invisible scan, taking in every detail of the man. He didn't notice the scanning was going on until his Exo-Suit's computerized voice said, "Suit template upgraded," in a tone that was both matter-of-fact and slightly urgent.

	At first, Frances was startled by the voice. He considered the meaning of those words as his heart skipped a beat. He was hoping no one in the room heard it. 

	He touched the surface of his Exo-Suit with shaky hands, half expecting it to feel different, to reveal some clue of the transformation that had just taken place. To his astonishment, however, the suit felt exactly as it always had—cool and silky against his skin, with a comfortable weight he had become used to over time.

	Frances approached a neighboring mirror with hesitation. His heart was thumping. He was astounded by what he saw.

	The face he had just examined seconds before was staring back at him from the mirror. Everything about it was exactly the same—the same white shirt and blue slacks, the same wavy hair, the same serene confidence that appeared to come from every pore.

	With a blink of astonishment, Frances' mind tried to register what he was witnessing. How could his Exo-Suit have changed his appearance so drastically, making him appear utterly different? He wondered.

	He gazed down at himself, anticipating seeing his transformation beyond the mirror. He was shocked to see, however, that there was nothing unusual about what he was seeing—just his usual Exo-Suit, its surface gently glowing in the low light.

	Frances experienced a rush of enthusiasm. With this new capability at his disposal, he was confident that he could turn the tide for their operation.

	He rose up from his hiding place and walked around the cubicle, looking for an empty one he could use. The man seemed to be quite busy with his coffee; it looked like he might stay there a while. A co-worker joined him, and they engaged in a discussion, giving Frances all the boost he needed. Still surveying for an empty cubicle to hide in, he spotted one near the wall and rushed there immediately to match the rush pace of everyone else and to avoid suspicion.

	Standing in the vacant cubicle, Frances surveyed the assortment of personal belongings dispersed on the desk. This area clearly belonged to the man he had just used his Exo-Suit to scan. His eyes lingered on a picture pressed up against a holographic screen while he looked over the objects on the desk.

	The man was shown in the motion picture grinning broadly with his family, which included a young child grinning mischievously, a woman with gentle eyes, and a fluffy golden dog waving its tail. They seemed so carefree and cheerful.

	As Frances studied the picture, a hint of envy swept through him. As he longed for the life this man had managed to carve out for himself, thinking about his family, he left home.

	However, in the middle of the bittersweet reminiscence that enveloped him, Frances' gaze was caught by something specific on the desk. A sleek, black, snake leather briefcase stood out oddly among the assortment of office equipment and keepsakes from the individual. Something about it felt familiar.

	He scowled. His forehead furrowed in focus as he searched his mind for any hint that could explain this unexpected nudge. Then, as quickly as a lightning flash, it struck him, giving him a chilling realization.

	That briefcase… with the ancient snake leather… it was Mr. Thomas' briefcase.

	As he connected the dots, Frances' mind raced with the consequences of what he had just learned. There was only one possible conclusion, this man who worked in this cubicle was Mr. Thomas’ controller. 

	Frances, shaking with anxiety, leaned out and grabbed the briefcase with determination pulsing through his body. Its old-fashioned surface withheld betrayed secrets that he desperately wanted to know. 

	Taking a long breath to calm himself, Frances opened the briefcase's latches and lifted the lid to uncover a pile of folders and paperwork that were carefully organized inside. With anxious hands, he thumbed through them, searching the pages for any hint that might reveal Mr. Thomas' controller motivations to frame him and the NSCC's sinister scheme.

	Frances' eyes grew wide as he read through the paperwork in the suitcase. Every page seemed to reveal another level of dishonesty and corruption, creating a terrifying image of a government that will stop at nothing to hold onto power.

	The first document he found described in detail the inner workings of Frances’ revolutionary discovery, NanoFuse technology. It described how the technology is being used for everything from military to medical breakthroughs, showing how it may transform a wide range of sectors and alter the path of human history.

	But the more Frances read the more his initial joy turned to horror upon learning the real motivations behind the government's interest in NanoFuse. The letter said that the government had been utilizing Nanotechnology to artificially age not only convicts by the length of time they would have spent in prison, but also people they deemed “unfit” in order to manage the population that has been rapidly increasing.

	Frances digested the ramifications of this news and felt a wave of rage build within him. The letter acknowledged that this harsh measure had been put in place in a last-ditch effort to combat rising crime rates, a tactic Frances and anyone who had a brain cell in the capital knew had tragically failed in the three months of them implementing it.

	The most devastating piece of information Frances ever came across was that innocent people were being set up and wrongly accused of crimes they had not committed entirely to satisfy the government's population control targets. It was confirmation of his worst suspicions.

	The implications of what he had just discovered swirled through Frances' mind as he browsed the document. Families were being split apart and innocent lives were being destroyed, all in the name of a perverted idea of societal order. This was a betrayal of all he had ever stood for, and the very principles that had inspired him to create NanoFuse technology in the first place.

	As he continued through the files, one popped out, showing a mini hologram, Frances’ eyes lurked around to make sure nobody noticed. In the clip, he saw the video the cop had shown him. He hadn’t fully paid attention to it the first time it was shown, because he was in a state of shock, but now he did.

	Still in disbelief of what he is watching, like before. He is staring at what looks like an evil clone of his. In the video, his look-alike is polluting the water source by dumping nanobots inside it. The scene changed. Now it’s showing other people committing similar crimes. “They must be the other people NSCC framed using this Deep fake A.I. But the ability to clone someone’s image? They must have found a way to detach that feature from Dante’s Exo-Suit when they stole it,” he whispered to himself.

	As he skimmed through the files, he saw a familiar name on most of them: Fray Limprevil.

	Still scrolling through the files, he assumed Fray had been on to the government, and this was the reason they classified his case.

	“They made you do this, didn't they? Those slithery snakes,” Frances spat under his breath, as his fingers ran through the wired files in front of him. The government must have hurt or threatened Fray to sign off on the documents, Frances thought to himself. He really hoped Fray was okay and not dead or aging in a stupor on the corner of a street.

	Frances moved swiftly to gather up the signed business proposal and the confidential paperwork, shoving them into a secret compartment inside his Exo-Suit. While he was doing this, he was overcome with a sense of urgency, as though he was walking on thin ice and was only one mistake away from being caught.

	His eyes shot backward, and he saw a government official approaching. “Shit!” He muttered to himself and quickly tucked all the files into his suit as fast as he could.

	Now that the damning evidence was securely hidden, Frances pulled himself together and took a seat at the desk, doing his best to project a cool and collected demeanor. Any hint of anxiety or tension would be taken suspiciously, and he could not afford to draw attention to himself at this point.

	Frances observed his surroundings and remained vigilant for any indications of movement or activity while he sat there, seeming to be interested in the work in front of him. A stab of worry shot through him at every sound and movement as he waited breathlessly for the government official to show up.

	He sat there for what seemed like a lifetime; the man's footsteps echoed menacingly in the quiet office, and his heartbeat increased.

	As the official drew nearer, Frances forced himself to maintain his composure, his breathing rhythm, and his countenance. In an attempt to allay suspicions, he put a courteous smile on his face.

	Holding his breath, Frances willed himself to disappear into the background, to be just another face in the sea of cubicles as the official walked past. To his great relief, the official carried on and did not stop, not even glancing at Frances as if he was never there.

	Frances let out a sigh of relief as soon as the coast was clear. The stress leaving his body was like water passing through a sieve. He relaxed in his chair, attempting to calm his pounding heart.

	However, Frances was aware that he had to be observant and not let his guard down. There was still much to be done before he could safely exit the NSCC facility, and he couldn't risk being discovered just yet, not while he was this close to learning the truth.

	Frances resolutely focused on the task at hand, when he noticed a template on the desk with the name “Justin Connor” written on it. A shudder ran down his spine as he recognized the name. As the master puppet, Justin was responsible for manipulating the web of conspiracy that had trapped Frances and numerous others, tugging strings behind the scenes.

	“Bastard.”

	Frances felt a knot form in the pit of his stomach as he understood how big of a discovery this had been. Justin was the mastermind of everything. Frances' gaze settled on Justin’s picture and his family. He was definitely one of those high-end officials who lived a normal peaceful life, but at work, he was nothing short of a beast in his operations.

	Frances had a wave of rage and fury as the puzzle pieces started to fit together. How could one man have so much influence on other people's lives and so much power? It was terrifying, he thought.

	“Holy shit!” A voice behind Frances spoke, startling him to a halt. 

	Frances turned around to see who it was. With his body fully turned and his eyes lifted up, Frances' eyes met Justin standing right behind him. He halted again, staring at Justin as his heart thumped in his chest. The mix of shock and disbelief in Justin's voice reflected the erratic feelings churning inside Frances' own head. They were silent for a minute. The tension and anxiety in the air were beyond palpable.

	Frances felt a rush of adrenaline shoot through his veins as the seriousness of the situation set in. His senses heightened as he braced himself for whatever might come next. 

	With caution, Justin placed his coffee on the desk, keeping his gaze fixed on Frances' face. His anxiety and fear were masked by his calm facade.

	The two men were frozen in silence for a moment, neither of them able to speak or move. It was as though both men were attempting to read each other’s minds and determine one another’s intentions. Frances could feel the weight of Justin's scrutiny weighing down on him.

	“You are not one of my avatars, are you?” Justin had a low voice that almost seemed as if he was an avatar himself. It felt like the words he spoke were not coming out of his mouth.

	Frances’ mind raced with a million possibilities on what to say to this man. He could lie and maybe get away from the building, saving his life and that of his friends, or confront this beast and take him down. The latter wasn't very practical as there were several other ‘beasts’ in this room. Frances swallowed.

	A raging alarm sent shockwaves through the building. It suddenly blared, shattering the tight silence that had been there. It was so loud, as it filled the room, drowning out everything else with its piercing intensity that Frances' heart rushed into his throat.

	A burst of red light shot out from the walls, creating unsettling shadows that swayed across the faces of everyone occupying the office. In an instant, the once-organized office became chaotic as staff members dispersed across the room to take cover.

	The alarming warning was aggravated by the voice of the A.I. systems, whose mechanized voices sounded through the atmosphere like a sign of impending disaster. "Building infiltrated. Intruders detected!"

	Frances tried to make sense of what the chaos around him was all about. He saw people running for cover everywhere he looked, their frantic motions were a blur against the background of sirens and flashing lights.

	Frances looked at Justin in shock. While Justin's gaze grew from surprise and confusion to upset and anger. 

	“We have one in the building!” Justin pointed at Frances, making everyone in the office stop in their tracks, and looked back at Frances. 

	The alarming blaring suddenly stopped, and the red light ceased, making the room return to normal. A tense normality, which Frances found himself stuck in.

	Frances looked around and saw everyone looking at him like a herd of predators about to unleash on their prey. 

	Justin's eyes narrowed on him as he took up his coffee in a relaxed fashion, smiling coldly at Frances. 

	“You better start speaking up now before the machines make you. They don't have mercy written into their programming. Who are you, and why do you look like me!?” Justin said, and with his spoon, he stirred his coffee. A mild tornado in a storm of tornadoes raged on in Frances’ mind.

	Suddenly, a bang broke down the steel office door, arresting the attention of everyone in the office. 

	“Everyone get down!” Frances heard Ivanca's voice, which was followed by sounds of piercing laser bullets that zoomed through the air. 

	Ivanca stepped out of the shadows, her sleek silver form penetrating the pandemonium like a ray of hope. Without a second thought, everyone in the room lowered themselves to the floor. Everyone, except Frances, who made his way to Ivanca through the chaos.

	“Get down Frances! They are on to us!” Ivanca said, walking into the room and pointing her gun at anything that moved.

	Frances lowered himself as he raced towards her, relief coursing through him. He could hear the crackling of gunshots as he got closer, along with cries and shouts of defiance and defeat. He peeped through the chaos outside. 

	With grim determination on their faces, he saw Dante, Gerald, and the other Resistance members uniting to meet the onslaught of NSCC agents closing in on them.

	The stench of sweat and charcoal filled the air, and the desperate cries outside the room almost clouded Frances.

	The NSCC agents were covered up in metallic masks that covered their entire faces. In the dimness of the space, an eerie red glow emanated from their masked faces, piercing the darkness around them. 

	They looked almost robotic from a distance, their movements deliberate and precise, as if propelled by some invisible force. They made their way around the rubble. Their voices were distorted by the masks they wore, and they spoke in harsh, clipped tones to each other.

	Every agent had a powerful laser gun at their disposal. The weapons gave off a low buzz, and their menacing light irradiated the disorderly scene as they charged.

	Some engaged in Close-Quarter-Combat, and their motions were smooth and fluid. While others were engaged in long-range assaults, taking down their enemies with their laser guns.

	The overwhelming quantity of NSCC agents was the most unnerving with reinforcements pouring in from every corner of the room. 

	The building had become a war zone, with chairs and desks turned over to create temporary barriers and the once-organized area now dispersed with confusion and rubble. 

	The storm of laser fire caused walls to collapse and sent billowing clouds of dust and debris everywhere. There was broken glass, twisted metal, and embers from the catastrophe all over the place.

	The Resistance's weapons blazed as they repelled the NSCC agents' overwhelming might. Dante's Exo-Suit armor gleamed in the fogginess of the area. Shots flew by, missing him, as his superhuman reflexes allowed him to dodge and duck with lightning speed. Gerald's proficiency in close-quarters fighting proved invaluable, as he quickly eliminated any agent who came into contact with him.

	Beams of laser bullets shot across the room, lighting the dimness all around. The bodies of slain Resistance fighters were scattered across the ground.

	Gerald and Dante picked up laser guns and returned fire. They cut through the NSCC ranks by launching a barrage of counterattacks with every step. Dante’s commanding roar pealed throughout the building. 

	They were all covered in bruises. Even Ivanca who took control of the room, had a visible bruise on her arm with her cables sticking out. Frances took his weapon out to support her when suddenly he looked around and saw that amidst the sea of faces on the floor in the offices, someone was up.

	It was Justin. 

	“What are you doing?” Justin said, surveying Frances, with his coffee in his hands.

	“Get down now!” Ivanca strolled to him with her gun pointed at his face.

	But Justin maintained his composure. “Hmm… VPN robot.” He said, slurping his coffee. “You get down Ivanca_+*,” Justin said. With his idle hand, he reached out to his desk and pressed a button that sent the room into darkness. Not only was there darkness, but there was also an eerie silence.

	Seeing in the dark wasn't supposed to be a problem for a VPN robot and a man with an Exo-Suit, except this was a different form of darkness. 

	A light emanated from Ivanca's eyes, puncturing the darkness. Frances strained to see through it. The chamber was filled with a glow as the light cascaded forth, revealing nothing but shadows at first. 

	Then, the shadows morphed into NSCC agents, their bodies standing out against the gloom, with their laser rifles elevated and pointed straight toward Ivanca and Frances. The area took on a sinister color due to their red-glowing masks.

	Ivanca's light shot through the shadows, revealing Justin standing in the middle of the sea of NSCC agents. His visage was a terrifying mix of confidence and serenity. His icy smile sent shivers down Frances' spine, and he remained unnaturally poised despite the ruckus and danger swirling around them.

	With a seemingly indifferent attitude, Justin carried his coffee mug in one hand and stood with a commanding presence. He seemed to take pleasure in the pandemonium as his face drew a cold, heartless smile.

	Justin's features became more prominent as Ivanca's light spread over him. His keen leer was fixed on Frances with a terrifying sense of realization, and his eyes glowed with intensity.

	As he met Justin's stare, a feeling of unease descended upon Frances like a thick blanket. Justin's gaze was unsettling; it was as if he could see right through Frances’ Exo-Suit and probe his soul with the curiosity of a predator.

	“I don't like to repeat myself,” he said. 

	Ivanca and Frances looked at each other. In resignation, they slowly lowered their weapons to the floor and dropped them.

	Some NSCC agents hauled Dante and Gerald inside. Frances watched with dismay as his new friends were hurled to the ground, their bodies bruised from the assault. 

	They descended with a thud; their agonized grunt reverberated throughout the space as they fought to free themselves from their bindings.

	As Dante struggled to free himself, his dark hair turned crimson as blood seeped from a gash on his forehead, making him clamp his teeth in a painful gesture.

	Gerald was lying on the ground next to him, gasping for air in pain. He was struggling to stay conscious.

	“These are the other two we found. The others are either killed, destroyed, or have escaped into the building. We'll comb through again to root them out,” one of the NSCC agents said. Justin nodded.

	Two NSCC agents sprung forward, towards Frances and Ivanca. 

	The agents moved quickly to seize Ivanca, twisting her arms behind her back and using unexpected strength to force her to the ground. Frances attempted to step in and stop them, but another agent swiftly pushed him to the ground, pinning his arms to his sides.

	Frances let out a grunt, feeling the weight of the agent pressing down on him and his chest heaving from the effort of fighting against his will. As he struggled to escape the agent's hold, he could feel the hard, cold floor pressing up against his cheek and the metallic taste of blood filling his mouth.

	Ivanca stood by him looking at them, her eyes softly sparkling in the faint light, and she seemed surprisingly composed. They were both disarmed, their guns tossed to the corner of the room.

	Turning to one of the NSCC agents, Justin ordered that they be taken away. Frances looked at Justin slurping his coffee again like it was just another busy day at the office. He turned around and disappeared into the horde of NSCC agents.

	The other NSCC agents closed in on them with their guns pointed right at their heads. The gun hummed as if the lasers in it were going to go off at any moment and silence them. The agents then knocked them unconscious, damaging Frances’ Exo-Suit. 
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	rances felt pain run through his body. He opened his eyes and was greeted with a sharp light that burned right into his eyes, making him shut them multiple times to ease the pain.

	When he finally mustered the courage to open it up fully, he was greeted with the sight of a vast room in which he, Ivanca, Dante, and Gerald were hung up to the ceiling.

	They were not too far from the floor, but they were far from the roof.

	The vault above them was tall; it sat high up. It was hidden by a maze of soaring devices and machinery. These hideous contraptions towered over the room. There was a complex system of levers and gears that made up the machines' internal workings.

	These were tools of torture, meant to cause those who were unlucky enough to be under the NSCC's jurisdiction agony. 

	The thick, reinforced concrete walls gave the chamber a forbidding, terrifying atmosphere.

	A string of weak flickering lights lit the space, creating outlines on the walls. The majority of the chamber was in the shadows. Frances tried to see through the darkness, his eyes scanning tensely from one dark corner to the next.

	Beneath them was a cold tile floor, that looked like it could break into pieces if they fell onto it.

	Frances looked around and saw his friends, especially Dante, who was badly wounded. 

	Dante hung upside down, unconscious. Blood leaked from the many lacerations and bruises that had damaged his body, and his Exo-Suit was ripped and partly destroyed. 

	Frances watched him for any sense of life. He noticed Dante's hands twitched slightly. A wave of relief swept over him when he sensed Dante's chest rising and falling faintly.

	Gerald was right beside him, upside down as well, his eyes closed, his breathing labored. A large cut above his eyes gushed blood, turning his face scarlet as it ran down his forehead. 

	Ivanca on the other hand, was conscious just as he was. Her eyes shined slightly in the room. Frances' eyes landed on her dismembered leg in the corner of the room. 

	Ivanca was bent and distorted as if it was by the force of the collision. Her head and torso were the only parts remaining. Around her torso were wires that appeared to have been forcefully snapped. She swung slightly forward and backward like she couldn't control her movement anymore.

	Despite her wounds, she managed to keep her composure; her eyes glowed with determination as she battled to keep control of her injured body.

	“You're alive?” Ivanca said. 

	Frances tried to speak but he felt like there was a painful weight on his face, like his jaw had been broken. 

	He nodded and responded. “Yes.”

	“They had some magnetic rays run through you guys when you were unconscious, I believe that’s the pain you are feeling,” Ivanca said.

	“We are not getting away from here anytime soon, are we?”

	Ivanca shook her head no. “While you were unconscious, the NSCC contacted the other branches of the Niaverine government. Our sentences have been rolled out. We will be charged with treason, resisting arrest, and our prior charges. This will result in a death sentence by the NanoShot publicly in less than a couple of hours.”

	Frances looked up at the rope that held his hands up from the ceiling. His hands were tomato red from the pressure of the rope around his wrist and the weight of his body. This was the only part of his body that felt numb.

	“How many hours do we have left?” Frances asked.

	“Not enough to escape,” Ivanca said. “I've run several possible simulations of escape routes we could muster while we don't have anyone around. I'm on the 77th simulation. So far, there is no way of escape.”

	Frances shook his head and grunted. 

	“There has to be.” 

	“I'll keep running it.”

	The sound of the door creaking at the end of the room resounded throughout the space, directing Frances’ and Ivanca's attention in that direction. A quiet sound of the man's footfall entered the room as the door opened entirely, exposing the shape of a man holding a coffee mug in his hands. The room was suddenly silent.

	It was Justin.

	Justin stirred his coffee slowly with a slight smirk at the edges of his mouth. He looked cool and collected, his expression impenetrable.

	He was still wearing the same outfit Frances had previously seen him in. 

	Justin walked closer to the group of captives, his eyes lingering on each one as though evaluating their value. Frances tried to meet his leer, feeling the weight of his scrutiny weighing down on him.

	“Awake? Look who it is—the founder of NanoFuse himself.” Justin chuckled dryly. “It's an honor to finally formally meet you, Mr. Frances Smith. Well… when you aren’t stealing my appearance with your Exo-Skeleton-Suit. Anyway, I've looked forward to this for a very long time in a, well, much more conducive setting. Sorry we had to put you through all this. We are not very used to infiltrations. But when we get one, we like to make sure it’s fun for all of us.”

	Justin’s eyes shifted from Frances to Ivanca. “Oh Ivanca, running a million simulations won't get you out of here. Even if you find a way out. See those machines up there…” Justin pointed to the ceiling, revealing the numerous threatening machines that hovered over and pointed at them.

	“You've been scanned as a target. Any attempt to escape and you will get struck down immediately.” Justin's eyes shifted to Frances again.

	“You must have seen the news already. We've got your NanoShot out there, with a few adjustments here and there that I'm sure you are fully aware of. Great right!? Great results. Great technology. Love it.” Justin slurped his coffee, a slurp that rippled through the silence in the room. He then lowered his coffee to a table close by and folded his arms around his chest.

	“Look, Frances, we didn't have to start this way. You could’ve just signed the documents we sent. We didn't want to cause any harm. We just, you know, wanted a taste of Nanotechnology. With no boundaries, of course.” Justin began pacing the room. 

	“When I heard the great Frances Smith had made a shot that regenerates health, and with some changes, speeds up and slows down aging and potentially makes people live forever, I knew we couldn’t let that go to waste. The best invention I've ever heard so far.”

	Justin stopped in his tracks to glare at Frances. “All you had to do was, just sign a little consent here and there. You would still have had your company. You'd still have your life, Frances: your beautiful wife in your arms, while you watch your Gege grow up…”

	“Don't you dare, Justin! Don't you ever put my daughter's name in your mouth, again!”

	Justin chuckled dryly. “I get it, Frances. I have a family too. I will kill anybody who lays their hands on them. But I want you to know all that is happening right now is primarily your fault.” Justin walked up to the table to pick up his coffee.

	“In a few moments, your wife and daughter will watch your public execution. Yes, they'll be traumatized by the amazingly gory scene and maybe… hopefully… even get permanently handicapped by it. But I will tell you this again, Frances. It's all your fault. You had a choice. Team up with us, which would have saved them from this trauma, or stick to your egotistical principles and throw it all away. No brainer, right!?!”

	Frances looked up and noticed the screen at the end of the room. They were captured in the frame; there was a countdown that showed when the screen would go live, which would broadcast to all the territories of Niaverine, including his wife and his daughter.

	“I would have loved to put them on for you to say a few words and exchange farewells, but it goes against the NSCC policy, Frances. I'm sorry.” Justin nodded with feigned sympathy.

	“Oh, but there's someone here who's dying to say his farewell…”

	At that moment, the door swung open again. A figure appeared in the chamber, the outline cast against the weak glow coming from the hallway beyond, as the door cracked open. It was Mr. Thomas who stepped in with a casual walk and a smug smile on his face, showing his crooked bottom-row teeth and dark grey suit.

	Frances felt his spine tingle at Mr. Thomas’ smug smirk, confidence and self-assurance radiating from him as he took in the sight.

	Frances’ head turned from Mr. Thomas to Justin. “I don't care about Mr. Thomas or any of your deep fake A.I. agents.” Justin laughs.

	Mr. Thomas cleared his throat. “Frances, I have something to show you.” He began to tap a watch on his wrist.

	Orbs began to float around, projecting a virtual reality of an event that occurred six years ago. Still glaring at Frances, he tapped a few more buttons on his watch, revealing something glitchy and fuzzy. 

	The scene materialized before Frances’ eyes, taking him back to his office's comfortable surroundings. He felt as though he had been propelled into a different reality, revisiting a moment that had appeared trivial at the time but was now of great importance.

	Everything was just as he remembered it: the immaculate surfaces, the sleek, contemporary furniture, and the soft vibration of background machinery at NanoFuse. The area was filled with an exotic atmosphere as the holographic image shimmered.

	Standing in the middle of the room, wearing the sweatshirt he had on that fateful day six years ago, was Frances. He felt the pressure of the moment weighing heavily on him as a rush of deja vu swept over him.

	Then, Fray came into the room holding the wired document. Fray wasn't seen in this video. The camera seemed to be attached to him, revealing the wired document in his hands. There was a sense of expectation in the room when he entered, and his mid-movement pause felt like a piercing glance at Frances that was both alluring and unsettling.

	“I remember this… and those,” Frances said. Looking at the wired document.

	Fray stretched his arm out and gave the document to Frances.

	Frances put the pen to paper and signed it, opening from page to page while he did that.

	“What does this have to do with anything… and how did you obtain it?” Frances asked in confusion.

	“Did you know what you signed, Frances?” Mr. Thomas asked. 

	Now that was a tricky question. He was too tired to fully read that day, not to mention the hideous tiny Curlz font. He wasn't actually certain what he signed.

	Frances shook his head slowly. “I know it belongs to a Charity that didn't get back to me after pleading to team up with NanoFuse…”

	“It was an NSCC document, Frances. You sold your company that day. You signed the consent form,” Justin chimed in.

	“That's not true… you found a way to forge me and Fray’s signature! What did you do to him anyways, Justin!?”

	“Me!?” Justin responded, sarcastically. “Ask him yourself.”

	Frances’ eyes ventured away from Justin, not partaking in his childish games. Mr. Thomas stepped in between their tension, staring at Frances.

	“Frank!” 

	Frances’ eyes locked onto Mr. Thomas like a heat seeker. He was perplexed by what he heard and couldn’t comprehend, as if he hadn’t been called that in decades.

	“… What did you just say…” Frances answered apprehensively.

	Mr. Thomas tapped buttons on his watch again, and all the orbs returned to it. He began to remove his hat and long suit. His appearance started to glitch as Frances tried to make sense of everything that was occurring. The glitchy appearance reminded Frances of the very first day that he met Dante during their pursuit. As Frances snapped back to reality, he realized that Mr. Thomas had been wearing an Exo-Suit all along.

	Mr. Thomas removed the Exo-Skeletal-Suit from his head first, then followed it down. With Mr. Thomas fully revealed, Frances’ brain could not decode the facial features the window of his soul was staring at. He was shocked, hurt, confused, devastated, and lost for words at the man behind the mask. 

	“… Fray…?” he asked, shakingly.

	“Frank!” Fray said again excitedly. An excitement Frances couldn't tell what it was all about—his soon-to-be-tragic demise or the excitement of the horrors of what he had done overseas with Nanotechnology.

	“Wow… you look a little messy.” Fray tucked his hands in his pocket, adjusting the fitted suit he wore underneath the Exo-Suit, while Justin took another loud slurp of his coffee. This time, the slurping sound was beginning to get to Frances. He desperately wanted to knock that extremely milky coffee out of his hands. 

	“It's a long way from home, Frank.” Fray got closer as his gaze peered into Frances. “I knew a smart guy like you would find The Resistance. But seeing you lead a mutiny operation is just beyond me, I swear.” Fray chuckled so much; many tears filled his eyes.

	“What happened to the principled, prim, and proper Frank? You really outdid yourself this time, Frank. Good one. Just so you know, I scanned you when I was disguised as Mr. Thomas six years ago in your community’s lobby.”

	“… I'm disgusted with you. That’s the reason why, when I returned to the office that same night, you arrived right after me. Pushing for me to sign documents, lying about the details of them,” Frances said upsettingly.

	“Bingo! With your features scanned, doing the actual crimes was so exhilarating and fun. Normally, Justin would have the Deep Fake A.I. agents do this… but how could I resist not doing it!?” Fray asked, holding in a laugh.

	“How could you… why would you…?” Frances interjected, ignoring Fray’s mocking question. “I don't even know who you are anymore… You took my life away!” He said angrily. 

	“I did what I had to, Frank. Things were getting a little restrictive in NanoFuse and with you. I am the CEO and yet, all my executive decisions must be approved by you. Like I'm your puppet…”

	“We both had an agreement, Fray. Are you so corrupted you couldn't even stick to it?!”

	“Oh, I did stick to it, Frank. Like a tongue on frozen water, it sticks and burns. I had nothing to show for it except to blend into the shadow of the company. You knew I was meant for so much more Frank! Yet you lowered and crammed me up in tight corners where I could never gain expression.” He stuck his chest out towards Frances.

	Looking away from the simmering rage in Fray's eyes, Frances looked down at Fray's suit, noticing the company's brooch pinned to it. 

	The brooch was in the neat folds of Fray's suit jacket, resting on his lapel. With its low-key design, it can appear average. However, a thorough look will reveal that it’s not ordinary jewelry.

	The brooch caught the low light in the room and sparkled with a gentle, pulsing light that created a sophisticated atmosphere about it. Its surface was a hypnotic display of dancing red and blue tones. A skillfully constructed relic enhanced by cutting-edge technology and artificial intelligence.

	It was an emergency device that had an advanced Bluetooth connection through the voice of any staff in NanoFuse. They all wore it not only as a tag but also as a protective shield. 

	The emergency device recognizes every voice of anyone registered under NanoFuse. When in danger, they state their code, which activates the device. They then communicate their situation and get an immediate A.I. assistant, or a physical intervention, through the NG-Chip in their arm.

	“I took charge when you didn't, Fray!” Frances suddenly shouted back. “I made the NanoShots. I made the E.C_pad ray. I built the company from the ground up. Yet you stole it all from me.”

	“Now don't play with me, Frank. The E.C_pad ray was never your idea…”

	“What about the D.2_102987² NanoFuse code!” Frances' voice suddenly filled the room, echoing through the walls of the chamber.

	“I was the head of that idea. Remember, I brought it to you, and you made it about yourself. Just like you do with everything else!” Fray’s voice matched his. 

	While they spoke in uncommon terms, Justin looked from one man to the other, trying to grasp where this conversation was headed next.

	Seeing that things were heading towards gibberish that he had no clue about, he placed his coffee down and stepped forward.

	“Now that's enough, Fray.” He stepped in and held Fray back just a little. “You won already, and he lost. The execution takes place in less than an hour. We don’t want your personal grievances to be broadcast to the whole world.”

	Fray stepped back, his eyes brimming red with anger and tears. He nodded and wiped his face. “I'll be in the waiting room, watching you die by your own invention.” He smirked, turned around, and walked out of the room.

	Justin looked at everyone in the room as if ensuring the count was complete before he stepped out of the room, stirring what was left of his coffee with the tiny spoon in his hands.

	The silence in the room settled in again. This time, Dante's body shrugged. He blinked his eyes open and looked around. Gerald was already awake, though he was eerie quiet.

	“That was intense…” Ivanca said.

	Frances smirked. “It was meant to be.” He shut his eyes, feeling the energy of his activated NG-Chip course through his veins. He felt like a machine that had finally been powered on after several years of a blackout. 

	“Activate Assistant. Tricia 7.0,” Frances said.

	Suddenly, a buzz escaped his ears. “A.I. assistant Tricia 7.0 activated.”

	“Hello, Mr. Frances…” Tricia's voice buzzed in Frances' ears.

	Ivanca looked at him with surprise. Picking up an A.I. signal wave coming from him, “How did you do that?!”

	“My CEO is an idiot,” Frances smirked.

	“Mr. Frances, you seemed to be in distress…” Tricia said. “I've scanned the room you're in and there seemed to be a myriad of security systems baked into every corner. I could infiltrate the server and convince the systems of another target.”

	“Good. Set all our ropes as the target, Tricia.”

	“Got it.”

	There was a five-second beep in the room and suddenly a laser from one of the giant security systems in the ceiling sliced all their ropes, making them fall to the ground.

	“Done. While at it, I infiltrate the camera, instilling a deep fake A.I. scenario. The floors are instilled with a robust and sensitive security system. I have redirected its direction to a corner in the room. You and your friends are free to go, Mr. Frances.” 

	Dante cringed and groaned while Ivanca crawled up to him, using her forearms. 

	“Dante? Can you hear me?” 

	“Yes, I can.” Dante managed to say. “Nice one Frances. Gerald?”

	Gerald nodded. “I'm back on my feet.” Gerald stood up, pulling Dante to his feet. He turned to Frances and did the same.

	“Oh, Ivanca…” Dante said. “I'm sorry…” Dante carried Ivanca in his arms, despite his injuries. He turned to Frances. “Does Tricia know a way out?”

	“Reading…” Tricia announced for a minute. “Under my reading, there are about four ways out, three of which are sealed with complex blockchain security I won't be able to breach.”

	“What about the fourth?” Frances asked

	“The fourth is guarded by an estimate of two-hundred NSCC agents. These are a specially trained force, one to which you all together will not be able to withstand.”

	“There has to be another way out,” Dante said. “The Resistance! They are still in the building. Can she find them?”

	“It appears The Resistance is under the cover of an advanced VPN I cannot access.”

	“They are still in the building…” Gerald said. 

	“That means our mission is not over,” Dante said. “I have retrieved as much of the stolen files and the technology of companies the NSCC has preyed on. Ivanca, were you able to get the virus in the database?”

	“It was at one-hundred percent installment before the NSCC came for us.”

	“Good. It's only a matter of minutes before there’s a massive turbulence in the system. Gerald, do you have a hold over all the media outlets?”

	Gerald stepped forward and nodded. “We just need a location to send the message of The Resistance to the world.”

	Dante nodded. “Good, Ivanca, you might have to undo the VPN shield over our people so we can find them. Tricia should keep us out of danger.” Dante turned to Frances. “Frances, were you able to shut down the NanoShot operations?”

	“No.” A wave of disappointment hit the room. “There was no direct way to do it. But I found some documents that could help with that.”

	Tricia's voice seeped through Frances' voice. “If you mean the documents, you got tucked into your Exo-Skeleton-Suit, then you are mildly incorrect. The only way to erase the NanoShot from the NSCC, is to take the building down.”

	“How's that so?” Ivanca asked.

	“Because billions of databases flow through the walls of these buildings. The data of the NSCC flows through its form. You might infiltrate a virus, but it's only a matter of time until they debug and end it.” Tricia gave a mild pause. “They are already doing that with the virus you instilled, Ivanca_+*.”

	Gerald gave a dissatisfied grunt. “Now what? The virus is a crucial part of our plan!”

	“There is a way out. You all will have to split.” Tricia said. 

	They all looked at each other, confused. 
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	he team split into two. While Dante, Gerald, and Ivanca went on with the initial plan to find the other Resistance members hiding in the building, Frances, under the guidance of Tricia, went to the depths of the NSCC floor.

	Dante proceeded purposefully, his strides slow as he held Ivanca in his arms, Gerald trailing closely behind. The three of them moved through the poorly lit hallways of the NSCC building, feeling as though every sound was magnified in the stillness of the night.

	Dante's astute eyes surveyed the area as they got closer to the media room, evaluating the circumstances around it. Right outside the media room were two NSCC agents guarding it. Dante glanced through the half-open door. The place looked tight, hardly big enough to fit the two NSCC officials who were bent over a bank of monitors, staring at the screens in front of them. Their attention was fixed on the fading pictures, completely unaware that there were trespassers waiting around the corner.

	Dante held Ivanca firmly in his arms and made a quiet motion for Gerald to follow him into the chamber. They moved as quietly as possible in the dark hallway, blending into the blackness, ensuring that he did not get noticed by the agents standing at the door.

	The air was heavy with anxiety as they made their way through the cramped corners. The space felt small and stuffy. With every stride, Dante's muscles stiffened, and his senses were depleting to any sound or movement because of the previous blow to his head, showing signs of a possible concussion.

	Gerald followed Dante's lead with a gentle grace. Silent in Dante's arms, Ivanca's eyes were filled with an inner brightness that made the faintly lit room seem radiant.

	Dante's heart was thumping in his chest, adrenaline pumping through his veins as he got ready to strike. He motioned to Gerald to lead with a definitive motion, yet he was still ready to move at a moment's notice.

	Gerald’s footfall was scarcely heard over the din of grinding gears. He closed the distance between himself and the closest agent with a sudden motion.

	The agent turned to face Gerald, and his eyes opened with surprise, realizing it was too late. Gerald wrapped his biceps around his throat. He moved effectively to disable the agent and knock him out before he could sound the alarm.

	Dante dropped the second agent with a swift roundhouse kick. He delivered a clean hit that knocked the agent out while keeping Ivanca in his hands, ensuring their presence went unnoticed.

	Once the agents had been neutralized, Dante and Gerald approached the slightly opened room door.

	Gerald moved completely quietly and expeditiously. He stopped as he got to the door, alert to any activity inside, keeping his senses keenly focused. A faint buzz of equipment and muted voices came through the door.

	Gerald placed his ear to the door in a well-practiced gesture, listening for any hint of sound to give away the enemies' exact position.

	Gerald nodded to himself, satisfied that everything was clear, and got ready to move. He advanced determinedly, pushing open the door and stepping into the adjacent room with his laser rifle ready.

	When he pushed the door open, two NSCC operatives were frantically trying to figure out how to respond to his unexpected presence. He used lightning-fast reflexes to lift his weapon and launch two lasers that sliced through the air, with precision.

	With hardly a second to respond, the agents dropped to the ground, their weapons clattering on the floor as they lay lifeless.

	Gerald turned to Dante and Ivanca after the immediate threat had been eliminated, flashing a victorious smile and indicating that the room was safe. Dante went forward to join Gerald in the room, acknowledging him with a nod.

	Dante entered the room behind Gerald, Ivanca still held in his arms, his eyes sweeping across the room. The smell of scorched metal and ozone, left over from the powerful laser fire that had filled the room seconds earlier, hung heavily in the air.

	“It's only a matter of time until they know we've escaped. We need to act fast,” Ivanca said as she signaled to Dante to put her down. He did and she crawled to the system, tapping a few holographic buttons. 

	Her fingers skimmed the keypad as she accessed the information contained there. The screens came to life, throwing an array of data and diagrams across them and filling the room with a harsh fluorescent brightness.

	“Tricia is right. The virus is getting debugged.”

	“We can plant another one in, can't we?” Gerald said, as his gaze traveled from Ivanca to the door he stood behind, watching for anyone incoming.

	“Yes, we can. Getting signals from some of our members in the building. They seem to be crammed on the third floor. They request that their VPN shouldn't be removed, so the NSCC agents don't find them,” Ivanca said.

	“Someone has to get to them. While others infiltrate this thing,” Dante said.

	“Someone's coming,” Gerald said, and suddenly they stopped and remained quiet. The NSCC agent passed by the media room, suspiciously

	“No…” Ivanca said under her breath, responding to Dante. Suddenly, she tapped a few buttons that made the hardware device disconnect from the holographic keyboard. 

	“We can all go together, taking the media with us. If we stick together, we can take down those two-hundred trained NSCC agents and take the fourth route of escape,” Ivanca explained.

	“What about the broadcast?” Gerald asked. 

	“We'll do a quick audio recording as a backdrop against the live recording we'll be doing when we take the NSCC officials down.”

	“Live recording, huh?” Dante smirked satisfactorily. “I love the sound of that.” He turned to Gerald. “We have the links to all the holographic boards worldwide, right?”

	Gerald nodded.

	“Good. Let's cook.”

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Frances climbed carefully down a tunnel while Tricia ordered his movements into the base of the building, where the fountain was. He made his way down and jumped to the base of a bigger tunnel. One he could walk through.

	“We are now on a five-minute walk to the bottom of the building,” Tricia announced.

	Frances remembered seeing this on the holographic screen back in The Resistance hideout. He started to wonder what it would look like in real life.

	As he closed in on the base, a loud security blare escaped the tunnel where he was. He looked around with anxiety etched on his face.

	“There seems to be a strong security breach, Mr. Frances. I believe the NSCC is aware that you've escaped and is searching for you. Not to worry, sir. Ivanca hasn't lifted the VPN like I advised.”

	“That's not what I'm concerned about Tricia. Most likely, all exits will be doubled down by agents. We may never get out of here.”

	“I understand, sir. Naomi and Gege really miss you. Regardless of my initial pessimistic stance after our disconnection, they maintained faith that they would see you again. I don't have faith programmed into my code, but I want you to know, I believe them, Mr. Frances, despite the 99.999 percent fact that you'll never get out of here.”

	Frances chuckled. “Now that's my Tricia.” Quickly, he hurried his steps and ran further into the tunnel and down to the base of the building. 

	At the end of the tunnel, Frances was greeted by the same structure he had seen on the holographic screen. Only this time, it looked even more surreal.

	The vast underground atrium unfolded in front of him, with the glass panels, and rich vegetation garden, just like he had seen on the holographic screen, arched high above the roof, reflecting what seemed to be artificial flashing lights. 

	Then, his eyes honed in on the large foundation at the center of the gardens. It was a little smaller than he had expected it to be. Just as he saw on the hologram, streams of water were tumbling into a pool below on the descending levels of the fountain.

	The fountain's elaborate sculptures, which included exquisite designs that swirled and danced across its levels of marble, shined in the light. He stood taller than the fountain itself, but not the giant sculptures in the room.

	Suddenly, a screen in the room came on. It was fuzzy and glitching, but a clear voice emerged from it. He knew the voice. It came from Gerald.

	“Greetings, citizens of Niaverine and members of territories far and near. It is my honor to welcome you to an evening in hell. Where we'll reveal to you the atrocious plans of the government that has claimed your freedom…”

	The screen glitched continuously like it was fighting to stay on. But Gerald's voice continued regardless.

	“They made it…” Frances said, with his face lifted to the screen.

	“Of course they did…” A masculine voice said, startling Frances out of the moment of bliss.

	His gaze shot around the room and finally halted on Fray, who stood there with a laser gun and a bottle of rum in his hands. Fray took a heavy gulp from the bottle and pointed the gun at Frances with his other hand, blasting him all the way into a corner of the room.

	Frances fell with a heavy thud, growling in pain. The laser bullet had torn a portion of his Exo-Suit from his body. Revealing an open wound.

	“You must think I'm stupid, Frank. I mean… you've always taken me for a fool.” Fray drank from the bottle and trudged along the flowery expanse to where Frances had fallen.

	He walked to Frances and towered over him, still pointing the gun at him as he took another heavy gulp of rum.

	“This…” he tapped the NanoFuse brooch on his suit. “This was intentional.” He gave a self-satisfied sigh. “I'm not such a terrible person, Frank. I wouldn't let you die such a dramatic death at the hands of your own invention, right in front of the world. That's brutal, Frank!” Fray took another gulp and chuckled.

	“I just want to kill you myself, Frank…” Frances looked up at Fray, seeing his eyes glowing red. He was drunk.

	“I begged that monster, Justin, to give me a chance. But he wouldn’t even bat an eye about it. He is such an evil person.” Fray nodded and took another gulp.

	“I am not that man, Frances. I want to show you mercy. A quick blast in the head, and good night. I am taking over NanoFuse. I will take care of Naomi and watch beautiful Gege grow up to take after her father. We will set a memorial day for you and have people honor you for centuries to come.”

	Frances staggered as he tried to get to his feet. “Get my daughter's name out of your…”

	Another blast erupted in the room, sending Frances collapsing back to the floor.

	“You have the life that was manufactured for me… wife… kids… but now… it will be mine…” Fray lifted the bottle for another gulp but realized it was an empty bottle. 

	He tossed it angrily, making the glass scatter all over the floor.

	“Mr. Frances, you seem to be in distress. I'm working to stop the bleeding from your veins,” Tricia said.

	“No, no, Tricia. Use the brooch. Activate Restraining Order.”

	“I cannot activate a restraining order on the owner of the brooch; it's against company policy. But I can infiltrate the laser gun.”

	“Do it!” Frances groans.

	“I'll send your farewells to Nay and Gege.” Fray raised the gun to Frances’ head. As he squeezed the trigger, there was an aggressive humming in the gun, like restricted pressure.

	Fray moves the gun away from Frances' face, shakes it slightly, and points it back at Frances. It still gave the same hum.

	Fray shifts the gun away again, looking at it critically as if he were trying to find what was wrong with it. But this time, the gun suddenly exploded. 

	The abrupt explosion sent a terrible thud bouncing off the walls and resonating throughout the room. It flung Fray forcibly backward, and his body slammed against the corner. 

	Fray lay crumpled on the ground, his suit blackened and burning from the blast, and the pungent smell of burnt metal mixed with the smell of scorched hair and charred flesh hovered around him. His previously commanding presence suddenly seemed little and defenseless.

	Frances managed to get up, holding his stomach, groaning softly as he did so. He stepped forward cautiously, surveying the situation with narrowed eyes. Fray fought to push himself upright, moaning in pain. His skin was red and gooey, with black edges, and the underlying flesh scorched and blistered from the blast's extreme heat.

	Frances stared down at him. A part of him was relieved to see Fray brought low, that his wickedness had finally caught up with him. However, he also had a smidge of empathy, realizing that human misery lay beyond the surface of control.

	Frances kneeled beside Fray. Fray looked up at him, his eyes spasming with a mixture of anger and pain flashing in their depths. 

	“I'm… not… done… with… you,” he spoke in a raspy, strained voice, his words brimming with bitterness and malice. Slowly, as he was running out of breath, he dropped to the floor.

	Frances looked up at the screen and saw the fuzziness had changed. There was a full live broadcast this time. A battle between The Resistance and the NSCC agents.

	“The core of the building rests in the fountain, Mr. Frances. It is connected to the depth of the ocean floor. Any disruption in its operation will begin a ten-minute countdown, after which the whole building will explode and sink into the depths of the ocean.” Tricia said.

	Frances' eyes remained on the screen. He saw Dante, Gerald, Ivanca, and the rest of The Resistance fighting for their lives against the NSCC agents, who were ruthless and skilled. 

	The door to escape was left open, though no one in The Resistance was able to reach it. 

	“The world is watching. We have to wait for them…” Frances said.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	As The Resistance members sprang into action and engaged the NSCC agents in a heated battle, the room descended into chaos, and the sound of flying laser shots mixed with cries and shouting pierced the room.

	As they repelled the NSCC agents who were out to stop them, Dante, Ivanca, and Gerald moved strategically. They were hurt, but they did not back down.

	As she took cover, Ivanca's magnetic fingertips penetrated the hearts of the NSCC agents who ventured to approach her, rendering their weaponry ineffective against her cutting-edge technology.

	Dante rushed at a speed that was nearly too quick for the human eye to follow, his Exo-Suit glowing with an unearthly brightness. Sharpened by years of combat, his reflexes allowed him to easily avoid incoming laser rounds.

	Gerald increased the intensity of his fighting, shooting two laser rifles with accuracy at the same time. As he worked to save his allies, he dispatched NSCC operatives.

	The NSCC agents retaliated with equal ferocity. As they attempted to overwhelm The Resistance, they moved with clarity.

	The constant barrage of NSCC agents overpowered and outmatched The Resistance despite their best efforts. Waves of them appeared to go on forever as they advanced forward.

	However, The Resistance was undeterred and kept pushing back against their enemies, refusing to give up without a fight. Their unwavering will to fight for the destiny of their city was strengthened with every moment that went by.

	At the height of the fight, Dante came face to face with an especially big NSCC agent; their eyes locked in a silent challenge as they prepared themselves for war. 

	They charged at each other at the same time. Dante ducked from the agent's swing. He countered with an uppercut that the agent barely evaded. However, Dante followed up with a leg sweep immediately after that and dropped the agent to the floor without any hesitation.

	He jumped up with his feet aiming at the agent's head. The agent rolled out of the way and as soon as Dante landed. The agent returned the leg sweep, dropping Dante on his back. Upon falling, he hit the back of his head on the floor. 

	Everything momentarily went dark, and he couldn’t hear anything. Ivanca screamed, bringing Dante back to his consciousness in time to focus on the enemy. The agent then jumped over him, grabbed his right arm, lifted him up from the ground, and tossed him into the air. 

	Dante regained his balance while in the air, tumbling down to the ground, and landed on all fours, protecting himself from any additional damage.

	The agent went forward, charging at him again and punching him in the chest with multiple jabs. On the fourth jab, Dante was able to weave around it and connect with the hard right haymaker that stunned the agent.

	Dante then followed up with a high-flying left knee to the chin of the agent. He then wrapped around the agent, grabbing him by his waist area with both of his arms and picked him up, dropping him on the back of his head. With no moment to waste, he spun around and kicked the falling agent in the head as soon as the agent lifted his neck up, which sent the agent flying back into an unconscious state.

	While straightening up his posture and flexing his muscles, Dante said, “The Resistance bit—”

	“Duck!” Gerald screamed. 

	Shooting the agent behind Dante, just as he listens to Gerald’s command. They both made eye contact and nodded.

	The number of NSCC agents began to dwindle, giving some of the Resistance means of escape as they flooded out of the space, racing out of the building. 

	Suddenly, there was a blaring alarm, and the door began to close. 

	Seeing this, Dante, Gerald, and the others quickened their pace in rescuing their wounded soldiers and getting them out before the door shut completely.

	“We need to hold the door!” Ivanca screamed. 

	After helping a severed animal bot through the slim space left, Gerald stood in between the closing space, holding it open with all the strength he could muster.

	“Get out!” Gerald screamed at Ivanca and Dante. The rest of The Resistance there had escaped the building, leaving the trio. Dante picked up Ivanca. As they rushed to the exit, a blast knocked them both to the ground.

	At that moment, a sea of NSCC agents flooded the room, their presence commanding attention as they stood in position, weapons ready. Suddenly, the room became silent. There was tension and suspense in the air as they waited for the order to strike because of their intimidating aura.

	Dante took in the scene, and a wave of apprehension flowed through his body due to the sheer quantity of NSCC agents, which sent a shudder down his spine. They were standing shoulder to shoulder as they fixed their steady attention straight ahead.

	Each agent's figure created elongated shadows on the room's walls. The NSCC operatives waited for orders from their superiors.

	Right in the midst of the gathering, a familiar figure stepped out with his coffee mug in his hands. 

	“We usually don't have our guests go through that door,” Justin said. 

	Dante got up to his feet, facing Justin. “You finally showed your face, Justin. We only see the face of the puppet master when the show is over.”

	“Maybe if you weren't asleep on the job, we would have met sooner,” Justin said sarcastically. “And by the way, the show is far from over, Dante. This is just the beginning.”

	“We have been shy about public shaming, execution, and lessons for a while now in the Niaverine government. But these past few months have been exciting. We finally taught the public to fear us. Something they've slithered their way out of so many times.” Justin slurped his coffee.

	“With you three here and your live broadcast all over the world, we might just achieve our ultimate goal of showing the world what we are capable of.” Justin swallowed, staring down at Dante.

	He snapped his fingers, and two NSCC agents stepped forward.

	“I'll do something no one has ever done here before. Be merciful. You get the chance to take the shot yourself.”

	The two NSCC agents stepped forward with a tray of NanoShots on it. They presented it to Dante.

	“Dante! Get out of there!” Gerald groaned as he tried to maintain the little opening he could, using all the strength he had left. “It's a trap! Get out!”

	Dante looked from Justin to the shots, and vice versa.

	“I prefer to negotiate. You are capable of doing that since you're the only human here. I take the shot, and they go.”

	Justin shook his head. “I have been thoroughly accommodating with my kindness to you, Dante. Don't make me change my mind.”

	“Your options were thoroughly limited, Justin. We are being reasonable here.”

	Justin chuckled. “You infiltrated the entire system, planned a debauchery, and got away half-finished. I could have so much fun with your deaths.”

	“But… if you want to set an example, you have me, the leader of The Resistance, as the perfect example.”

	Justin was quiet for a second. 

	“Danteee… no!” Gerald said, while Ivanca quietly crawled to the door, crossing over to the other side, but waiting, regardless, at the opening for Dante.

	“If that's the case, then we need to make it dramatic and exciting. Build a stage, a setting… give a speech or something,” Justin said with a look of pondering. 

	“No, I'll take the shot now.” Dante grabbed the NanoShot, holding it in his hands. 

	“No!” Justin stepped forward. He turned to the NSCC agents. “Stay back!” With a quick, quiet march, they took a few steps backwards.

	“I said not yet, Dante…” Justin held his hands in the air at Dante.

	Justin with a sinister smile on his face, walked over to Dante as if to get a front-row seat view. “… I’m ready now.” 

	A disgusted glare formed on Dante's face. “I wonder how your son feels looking at you through the broadcasting screen right now, seeing what a monster his father is.”

	“I raised my son differently, Dante. He is wild just like me and understands his dad needs to get his hands dirty a couple of times to make things right in the world I brought him into.”

	“Do you really believe that? Or are you just trying to convince yourself you're not a terrible person?” 

	Justin held his coffee to his mouth like he wasn't certain of how to respond. He nodded absentmindedly and lowered the coffee away from his face.

	“It's all for the greater good, Dante. You don't necessarily need to agree with me. But I believe one day, your son will see it and thank me. He'll be grateful his father didn't ruin it all for him…”

	Dante raises his hands to take the shot, but instead, his arm descends into Justin's neck. 

	Justin's shaking hands let go of the coffee mug that rolled out of his hand and smashed onto the floor, spilling its brown, milky liquid. Shock and horror were engraved on his face as he staggered backward, holding onto his neck. 

	Before Dante's eyes, Justin's once-brunette hair started to fade, the strands changing from a deep brown to an unnatural gray. His skin was riddled with wrinkles that seemed to get deeper every second as time seemed to be accelerating at an exponential rate.

	Deepening lines marked the places on Justin's face where youth and energy had once been, marking a strong hit of fatigue on his face. His skin lost its elasticity and began to droop, causing his features to sag and the strength of his jawline to give way to the unmistakable indications of aging.

	He gave a soft, eerie scowl as he stumbled to the ground. 

	His hands trembled as they tried in vain to hold onto anything. Anything to provide him with stability amongst the whirling chaos of his fast aging. But time washed over him like a tidal wave, leaving him gasping for air in its wake. There was nothing to hang on to, nothing to stop the unrelenting onslaught of the NanoShot.

	His motions suddenly became more sluggish and laborious by the moment. He collapsed to the floor as his body shrank rapidly. A few twitches escaped his form before he finally gave up, laying there lifeless like a husk of what he had once been.

	In a flash, Dante stumbled through the lasers soaring through the air. 

	Flashes of dazzling light cast upon the chamber as laser fire ripped through the darkness, shooting through the air like deadly comets. Dante staggered to the door, trying to break out of it. 

	He moved quickly through the tangle of enemy fire in his Exo-Suit, making smooth and fast movements. As Dante got closer to the tiny opening that Gerald had made, he leaped forward into it. 

	Seeing Dante was out, Gerald slid off the closing door. As he did, a laser sliced through the tiny opening left and hit him square in the chest right before the door shut.

	Gerald staggered backward, fighting to stay upright as his battered Exo-Suit couldn't absorb the impact of the laser. 

	Gerald could barely keep his balance, and his strength was getting weaker by the second. His movements became shaky as he collapsed onto the floor.

	“Geralddddd!!!” Dante screamed at the top of his lungs. Stretching his arm out towards him, as if to pull him in from a distance.

	Gerald groaned in pain, while Ivanca tried to calm him down and tend to his wounds. 

	“He is bleeding rapidly,” Ivanca said to Dante.

	Dante lowered himself to Gerald and held him by his chin. “Stay strong, soldier. We are close to home.” Dante tore a solar fiber cloth from the inside of his Exo-Suit and patched it around Gerald's heart. 

	“Hang in there. This should hold you for now till we can get you a transplant.”

	Gerald shook his head. “I don't think so… I see Alice up there waiting for me.” Dante’s shoulders sagged at the mention of Gerald’s sister’s name. Panic started flooding through him.

	Dante pulled Gerald close. “Snap out of it, soldier!” He tried to hold his tears back, but it was too late. Gerald's face suddenly became pale. He laid there motionless; his eyes open in a blank stare.

	Ivanca looked from Gerald to Dante. “He cannot be de—”

	An explosion suddenly was set off from the NSCC quarters. With one hand, Dante lifted Gerald's body, and with the other, he carried Ivanca. Trudging the narrow escape way down to the end of the tunnel.
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	Water shot out of the damaged fountain in torrents that swamped the surrounding area, leaving the atrium in a state of disarray. The previously peaceful area was now a whirlpool of waves and currents that threatened to swallow everything in its path. The exquisite blooms that had graced the atrium now bobbled and swayed in the increasing tide, the murky water enveloping them and diluting their vivid colors.

	Frances stood at the edge of the atrium, staring at the sight in front of him through the commotion. He watched the water rise higher and higher, devouring everything in its path. He could see Fray's body floating motionless right beneath the surface in the distance.

	“How many minutes until it all explodes, Tricia?” 

	“Five minutes… I found a way out for you, sir. Since the system has been totally breached, the doors have been swung open for escape. Everyone is exiting the building at the moment.”

	Frances nodded and left the room. 

	As Frances was making his way through a narrow tunnel, it started to leak. The water pressure then hit him off-balance resulting in him hitting his head inside of the tunnel. 

	Tricia asked, “Are you okay Mr. Frances?” 

	“After we make it out… I'm definitely going to need a vacation,” he responded while rubbing his head with a slight chuckle. 

	“Maybe Desire Space Mountain. They have a new attraction called Nebula 6D The VR Experience” 

	“Yeah, I like the sound of that. Not a bad idea. Gege and Naomi would really enjoy that before the baby is due. Let's book that in two days,” he said with a bright smile on his face. “Now let's focus on getting out of here first.”

	“The vacation is now booked. Exit is near,” Tricia confirmed.

	He crawled out of the narrow tunnel and ran off into the distance, bumping into the remaining Resistance crew.

	Frances took a minute to look back at the distant NSCC building as they got to a safe distance.

	Frances and the remaining Resistance members watched in shock as the NSCC building detonated in a violent explosion. The building collapsed and was swallowed by the tumbling waters that emerged from the shattered fountain, causing the earth to tremble beneath their feet.

	It was simultaneously scary and mesmerizing. Junks of steel and other metals flew like paper airplanes.

	Frances and The Resistance felt a wave of relief as the last bits of the NSCC building were engulfed by the churning ocean waters. A sense of liberation and hope replaced the oppressive weight that had been hanging over them. Dante and Ivanca appeared out of the scene behind them, with the body of Gerald lying lifelessly in Dante’s arms while Ivanca crawled behind him.

	“No!” Frances shrieked, stepping forward to them, trying to assess Gerald.

	“He is dead,” Ivanca said, bowing her head soberly.

	A glimmer of tears appeared in Dante’s eyes. “He saved our lives…” 

	The crowd of Resistance members gathered around Gerald’s body, each one having their heads bowed as they quietly mourned him.

	Dante laid Gerald’s body on the floor and hunched over because of exhaustion and sadness. Frances gathered his feelings and took a big breath, squaring his shoulders. He turned to face the other Resistance members who had gathered in silence.

	"Everyone!" he exclaimed. Everyone turned to look at him. “We lost one of our leaders today. Gerald was a fighter, a friend, and a source of inspiration for all of us. His death was not in vain. He sacrificed himself to ensure our victory."

	He stopped and studied the weariness on the faces of the men, women, and bots who had fought tirelessly to ensure this mission was a success. 

	"We are here because we have faith in a power beyond ourselves. Gerald also had such faith. He believed that there would be no oppression in the future and that our kids could live fearlessly. We pay tribute to him by carrying on with this dream that he died for.”

	Dante moved forward. "Gerald often said, ‘We were more than simply soldiers. We are a household. We fight for each other, kill and get killed for each other.’”

	"His soul remains among us,” Ivanca said soberly. 

	Frances nodded, his willpower reinforced by his allies. "We are The Resistance! The light, in the darkness. There is a part of Gerald in all of us. His spirit will never go out."

	The group agreed in murmurs, their sorrow giving way to a fresh feeling of direction. The sun rose in the distance, consuming the cityscape in a golden light that seemed to cancel out the dark horrors of the past.

	With pain and resolve in his eyes, Frances glanced at Dante and Ivanca. "We have the documents and footage of the live broadcast to clear our names… we did it…” He said, with relief and disbelief. “… We did it for Gerald, for all the people we've lost, and for the hope we have for the future. For your son, Dante. For Idris. For Gege.”

	Taking Frances by the shoulder, Dante gripped him tightly. "For Gerald."

	Stepping closer, Ivanca spoke in a whisper, but with conviction, "For The Resistance."

	Excitement blitzed into the crew. Some cheered on while others spoke their parts.

	“For Gerald!”

	“For Gates!”

	“For Mercy!”

	The cheer rose louder than the rumbles going on ahead of them. 

	Everyone in the Niaverine capital and the territories nearby, came forward to witness this scene of devastation.

	All of a sudden, Frances felt uneasy. He felt as if someone was poisoning the air or as if he was suffocating in water. He wasn’t sure if it was his body reacting to all the mixed emotions around him, from Gerald and the other falling soldiers, or finally having evidence to exonerate him so he could see his family and the birth of his newborn. He turned to Ivanca, who Dante had just picked up again. 

	“Do you think you can still reach out to Naomi? I have to tell her it’s finally over,” he said with relief in his tone. 

	“I was wai… wait… wait… waiting for you to ask me that,” Ivanca smiled as she was periodically glitching from the damage she endured. “My VPN is still accessible… calling Naomi now.”

	Frances raised her arm to his face, awaiting a response from the other end of the call—the connection signal tone finally connected after twenty seconds, which felt like an eternity to Frances. 

	“Hello… Naomi!?” 

	“Hey Dad,” a voice responded in a tone that sounded like they were sobbing. 

	“Gege!? What’s wrong, baby girl? Where’s your mom?” Frances asked in a panic. 

	Gege sobbed. 

	“Gege…”, Frances began to get impatient as he felt his heart drop into his stomach like he was jumping out of a plane.

	Gege was still sobbing. 

	“Gege!!” Frances yelled out of nervousness. 

	“… Mommy… mommy… is gone,” she busted out in tears. 

	Frances dropped Ivanca’s arm, turned around where the NSCC building once was a couple of minutes prior, and fell to his knees. Hearing the words ‘Mommy is gone’, he knew exactly what that entailed because of the weird gut feeling he had during the call. He believed the universe was sending the news to him physically before his brain ever knew of such information. 

	He remained on his knees, not budging a muscle, not blinking as tears flowed down his face like a busy stream.

	Ivanca remained on the phone to comfort Gege while getting more information from her and the doctors. Dante put Ivanca down, listening to everything that was said. He walked over to Frances. 

	“Hey man… uhm… the doctors are saying she passed during childbirth,” Dante said, looking away from the direction Frances was gazing in. 

	Frances showed some signs of life as he looked up in confusion. 

	She wasn’t due yet, he thought to himself. 

	“She had an emergency early delivery to save the baby because her body and organs were failing due to excessive stress. Gege said Naomi was very worried about you.” As Dante continued, his voice started to shake a bit. “I am so sorry, Frances. Really sorry. The only good news I can give you is that… your son survived.” 

	No light of hope could spark a candle in the darkness that clouded the world that Frances was caged in. He felt a rush to his head. Everything started to move in slow motion. The still ground appeared to move like it was a living creature. 

	Frances fell face-first to the ground. He tried to catch his breath, but it sounded like oxygen was nowhere in sight. 

	“Frances!!” Dante bawled. 

	Frances’ eyes began to shut as his vision got darker. 

	“I’m not losing you too, get your ass up!” Dante commanded with concern. 

	He ripped the remaining part of his Exo-Suit and tried to patch Frances’ wounds. But, the damage to his heart is where the deepest wound was. 

	“Back away!” Tricia intervened. “He is having a panic attack, which is preventing oxygen from reaching his brain and raising his heart rate pass 215 BPM. He is borderline of a heart attack. I’m going to sedate him to bring his levels back down, on 3! 1… 2… 3!” 

	Frances went to sleep right away. The tension died down, and everyone around was now at ease. 

	“Thanks, Tricia,” Dante and Ivanca said in sync.

	“My pleasure; it's my job. He will be as fine as someone can be after all he has experienced. He is very strong. I will make sure to interject sooner next time to prevent things from escalating to this point. I was updating my firmware, and most of my features are disabled until it is complete. He should be waking up any second now.” 

	Frances arose from his nap, as every eye was staring at him. Having a hint of what just took place, he didn't ask a question. Everyone appeared voiceless. Nobody wanted to say a word. 

	“If you ever scare us like that again, I will kill you myself,” Dante said, breaking the silence. 

	Frances quietly chuckled. “Not if I beat you to it.” 

	Everyone laughed and surrounded Frances, giving him a hug and their condolences. Ivanca could see in Frances’ eyes that a big piece of his soul was missing, he was just moving off of muscle memory and putting on a facade to cover up his pain. 

	“Let's all head back to the base, grab our belongings, and head back home for once,” Ivanca said as she crawled towards Frances for a hug. 

	“Sure,” Frances replied. 

	“Ivanca and I will be visiting you from time to time,” Dante chimed in. 

	“Sure,” Frances uttered again. 

	“Frances… anything you need, just ask.” 

	“Thanks Dante.” 

	They shook hands. Dante held Ivanca in one arm and wrapped his other around Frances’ shoulders. They turned towards the sun with the other Resistance members as they started to walk towards the capital.

	 

	The End.

	 


Epilogue

	Voice Note (Transcript):

	 

	*Loading…….loading……loading…..

	*Holographic Memo (Personal Diary) *Request…….

	*Gege Yamilla Smith…..

	*Biometrics Scanning…..Identifying…..

	*Approved!

	 

	Hey mom, Happy birthday. I finally obtained the courage to do this. I miss you so much. Two years without you and counting, sadly. Ralo is growing up so fast, he even took his first steps. I tell him a lot about you, as much as he can fully comprehend at least. Ivanca and Dante still check on us once in a while. I know you never got to meet them, but you would like them. 

	I go with Ivanca at times on the weekend to help teach Life Skill Classes and give out food to underserved areas. I actually really like doing that. The difference between that area and where we live is night and day. 

	Dante kind of scares me a little bit, but he is actually helpful when it comes to physical training I need for sports. Oh yeah, I made the 'Sky Racer team' (Squeal). I know you and Dad are old and in the time you guys were kids I think it was called “The Track Team" (Giggling).

	 

	Ivanca and Dante both work under Dad for the government or something like that. I’m really not sure. 

	Dad is the new mayor and is constantly working as normal. I guess that hasn’t changed at least. He is hardly ever home, and when he is, he never wants to talk about you, and he never did tell me why he left us all alone in the first place (Yelling). If he never left, you would still be here to help me with the many questions I have. 

	Maybe, he is always working because he gets sad thinking about you. But I have emotions too! I need to vent. He just doesn't get it how you would have! I got into Nanotechnology because I wanted to be closer to him, but he was always working. I no longer have an interest in those things anymore. I wish you were still here! I wish he would stop ignoring me and treating me like a kid and tell me why he left us all alone two years ago!

	I wish Ralo could see you instead of looking at old holograms. I wish I didn't feel all alone while I still have one parent that's still alive. I wish you were here to help me understand my emotions (Cries). I wish… you and dad could swap places… the… but… loss… government…

	 

	*Connection Interrupted………

	*NO SIGNAL……

	*Application Close 


 

	Discussion Questions

	 

	 

	Spoiler Alert*

	 

	
		What events in this story, do you believe were avoidable? 

		If Fray had never betrayed Frances, how would this have ended differently?

		What was Gege's purpose in her Voice Recording Transcript in the 'Epilogue'?

		Would proper communication change any aspect of this story?

		What would you have done differently than Frances, being in his shoes, throughout the story?

		Was Fray's reasons for betraying Frances logical? 

		Was the ending as you expected? Why or why not?
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