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The office held an ambiance of twilight, a unique blend of
darkness and its own illumination. Overhead fluorescent
lights remained unlit, but sporadic glimmers of light dotted
the gaps between cubicles in the form of desk lamps and
holographic monitors. The holographic monitors, idle for the
moment, cast soft beams, complemented by the warm glow
of the desk lamps. This subtle luminosity provided just
enough guidance for individuals to navigate the labyrinthine
pathways among desktops and workstations with relative
ease.

Amidst this semi-glow, the air resonated with the
symphony of clicking keys and the harmonious hum of
various electronic devices, their collective buzz a testament to
the ceaseless consumption of electricity. In this symphony of
technology, Joe Bricker found his place. Huddled over his
workstation, he wore his hoodie drawn tight like a shield
against distractions, the melody of music flowing through his
headphones encapsulating his world. The final lines of code
he diligently typed for the day seemed almost alive,
clamoring to break free from his mind and find their purpose
within the digital framework. A task that demanded a
seamless transition to the system.
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A tap on Joe’s shoulder disrupted his trance, drawing him
from his digital reverie to the tangible realm. Standing next to
him was his friend and colleague. Steve Pondowski,
cautiously mindful of interrupting Joe’s thought processes,
inquired about his ongoing work. His cautious demeanor
made it clear that he was fully aware of the delicate
equilibrium needed when interrupting Joe’s thought
processes.

Their exchange echoed within the space, a duet of voices
that held both deference and curiosity. The backdrop of
electronic hums became the canvas upon which their words
painted a scene of mutual respect and professional rapport.
Their voices mingled in the ambient atmosphere, hushed but
resonating with a sense of camaraderie, much like whispered
conversations within the hallowed halls of a sanctuary.

Their dialogue, tempered by the environment rather than
secrecy, unfolded amidst the backdrop of their dimly lit
surroundings. It seemed reminiscent of whispered
conversations in a cathedral. This semi-hushed dialogue was
not just a matter of reverence but also a consequence of the
intimacy of their close proximity.

Joe, temporarily removing one earphone, released a subtle
sigh, his exhale a testament to the mental fatigue that came
with his deep concentration. “What was that, Steve? My
headphones are like a fortress. I'm practically in another
world. Speak up,” he responded, holding the freed earphone
toward Steve, a gesture indicating its use.

“Still at it, Joe?” Mike Pondowski’s question hung in the
air, delicately poised on the precipice of interrupting Joe’s
focused concentration. Mike’s caution was palpable,
acknowledging the potential disruption to Joe’s thought
process, which could ultimately lead to extra effort to regain
his momentum.

Joe responded with a nod, the movement both an
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acknowledgment of Mike’s presence and an affirmation
hinting at his desire to immerse himself in his work once
more. While Joe was eager to plunge back into his work, he
also harbored a desire to avoid being dismissive of his
friend’s concern. Joe found himself at a crossroads of social
courtesy and professional dedication. He opted to bridge the
gap by offering his friend insight into efforts and the progress
he’d made.

“I'm making headway with the code for that interface
glitch on the chip,” Joe remarked, his index finger indicating
a specific spot in the holographic projection before him. This
gesture pinpointed the exact line of code he was presently
fine-tuning. “Once I wrap up this adjustment, the issue with
projecting the virtual world into the iDentLink Chip should
be resolved.” Fatigue tugged at the corners of his smile, an
acknowledgement of the mental exertion he’d invested.

As Joe spoke, Mike's attention oscillated between his friend
and the hologram flickering with lines of code. He watched,
engaged by both Joe’s animated explanation and the intricate
sequence of commands. With a discerning eye, he pinpointed
the section Joe had singled out, recognizing the dexterity
woven into each line.

Silently, Mike marveled at the artistry embedded within
the code, a symphony of logic and creativity dancing across
the holographic canvas. His thoughts echoed with
admiration, a sentiment that had taken root long ago and had
only grown with time. “Damn,” he mused inwardly, his mind
a canvas upon which his awe was painted. “Years of
collaboration, yet Joe’s brilliance continues to astound me.
His code is like the strokes of a painter or the chisel marks of
a sculptor.”

With a deliberate shake of his head, Mike shifted his focus
away from the intricate code and redirected his attention to
Joe. His concern manifested through his friendly words.
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“Hey, Joe,” he began, a tone of both advice and care evident,
Don’t overwork your self. This project might have been
commissioned from the Defense Department but there’s no
rush on it. Just take your time and get home at a decent hour.
It’s already 9:30.”

A flicker of realization swept across Joe’s features, his eyes
shifting to the time display. The digital numerals seemed to
flash a silent reminder, snapping him back to the reality
beyond the lines of code. He acknowledged that he had
indeed lost himself in his coding frenzy, but tasks beyond the
realm of the virtual world awaited him at home, a reality he
couldn’t ignore. Grateful for Mike’s timely intervention, Joe
offered a nod of appreciation. With a sense of purpose
restored and a mental checklist of responsibilities at home,
Joe wrapped up his thoughts, translating the last vestiges of
his inspiration into tangible code for the program.

|

By 09:45, Joe finally left the office, the sense of needing to
complete his coding tasks seemed to dissipate as he exited.
He had finally wrangled his code into submission, providing
respite from the relentless insistence of his thoughts to find
their home within the digital realm of his ongoing project.
The elevator doors slid shut silently as he exited, separating
him from the world of computations.

No longer consumed by code and algorithms, the internal
buzz of ideas slowly quieted. His thoughts gently
transitioned to matters of home. As he strolled through the
lobby, its sleek modern design and bustling activity marked a
stark contrast to the serene realm he had just left behind.

Emerging from the building’s lobby, Joe was greeted by a
symphony of urban existence. The outside world surged
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around him. The change in scenery brought with it a sensory
overload, a symphony, a convergence of diverse sounds,
smells, and sights that formed a tapestry of the bustling chaos
of modern life. The cityscape unfolded before him, a vibrant
mosaic of humanity’s endeavors and interactions. The
cacophony of voices, the aroma of scents wafting through the
air, and the kaleidoscope of colors blending in the urban
landscape filled his senses. These sensory cues acted as a
stark contrast to the controlled environment of the office,
marking a clear boundary between his work and the realm
beyond.

In the early evening twilight, the sidewalk remained
bustling with a steady stream of individuals, each engrossed
in their own journey to various destinations. Despite the
fading light, the ebb and flow of the press of people painted a
vivid picture of urban activity, a vivid portrait of urban life in
perpetual motion. The steady flow of pedestrians served as a
tangible reminder of the explosive population growth that
had swept through urban centers in recent years,
transforming them into hubs of incessant movement and
change.

As Joe stood amidst this dynamic scene, his gaze turned
upward to the sky, drawn to the heavens above. What greeted
his eyes were the intricate ballet of drones, darting and
weaving through the airways with a sense of choreography. A
technological ballet unfolding against the canvas of the
firmament. These airborne assistants darted purposefully.
Overhead bridges gracefully connected buildings like
celestial walkways, serving as conduits for both people and
goods. This display of interconnectedness highlighted the
symbiotic relationship between technological advancement
and human interaction, showcasing a world where
innovation had seamlessly integrated into the fabric of
everyday life.
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At the precipice between the building’s interior and the
bustling world outside, Joe paused. He allowed the
panorama before him to sink in. The threshold became a
metaphorical crossroads, between humanity and technology.
This pause wasn't just a matter of physical hesitation; it was a
conscious decision to absorb the panorama of human activity
and technological. This interplay of bustling streets and
soaring drones presented a microcosm of the world he
inhabited — a world that seamlessly merged the analog and
the digital, the human and the artificial. As he took in the
scene, Joe was not just a programmer; he was an observer of
the world around him, a participant in the complexities of
modern existence.

A swift wave of his left hand over his right forearm
activated a compact holographic display that materialized on
the back of his forearm. Guiding the cursor with subtle eye
movements and selecting options with synchronized blinks,
he effortlessly navigated through the digital interface. In a
matter of moments, he found what he sought. With a simple
command, he summoned transportation to make its way to
him.

In response to his summons, the vehicle arrived promptly,
its doors sliding open in a silent invitation. Stepping into the
automated vehicle and being greeted by the familiar hum of
technology, he settled into a seat designed for comfort. He
uttered his destination, a command that the vehicle
acknowledged with a soft chime. As the door closed and he
leaned back in his seat, a feeling of a sense of relief washed
over him. The cacophony of the city outside began to fade as
he leaned back, allowing the vehicle’s autonomous guidance
to take over. The gentle hum of the vehicle’s propulsion
systems marked the initiation of the journey

The vehicle brought Joe to his destination, completing the
trip in a remarkably swift fifteen minutes and depositing Joe
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at his destination without any unforeseen incidents. Checking
the time, Joe’s brows furrowed. Realization hit — the day’s
excursion had extended longer than he had initially
anticipated, a stark contrast to the morning’s optimistic
expectations. He had also strayed from the timeframe he had
promised to be home, a commitment he’d made before
leaving.

With a sigh, Joe stepped out of the vehicle, his
surroundings a procession of buildings standing in stoic
silence. The buildings eerily similar in appearance before him
stood like sentinels, a uniform row of structures. Their
invariability created an almost surreal sense of symmetry, an
architectural echo that blurred the distinction between
individual edifices.

Stretching in silence both to his left and right, these
structures formed a monotonous pattern, each resembling the
next. Rising to approximately fifty stories in height, these
edifices housed the city’s inhabitants. It was a uniform
skyline, typical of this neighborhood within the vast expanse
of the metropolis. The symmetrical arrangement, while
visually striking, also subtly underscored the sense of
uniformity. Amidst this regularity, Joe’s own living space was
situated somewhere within the heart of the building he
presently observed.

In this moment, the buildings took on a character of their
own, reflecting the urban landscape’s conformity and
monotony. Their unvarying appearance, each rising to a
height of fifty stories, held the inhabitants’ living spaces
within their towering forms. This neighborhood was merely a
fragment of the vast metropolis, an intricate mosaic of life
and aspirations. The buildings stood as silent witnesses to the
daily rhythms of the city, embodying both its unity and
anonymity.

As Joe stood there, his gaze traversing the expanse of these
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structures, a subtle sense of detachment seeped in. The rows
of buildings became a metaphor for the predictability and
repetitiveness of urban life — a life where days might blend
into one another, much like the uniform facades before him.

Utilizing the iDentLink Chip embedded in his hand, Joe
effortlessly gained access to the building’s entry and
proceeded to navigate his way to his own living quarters. As
the door granted him entry, he stepped into a space that
shared a functional design philosophy. It adhered to a
simplistic blueprint — a retreat from the bustling exterior, a
place where he could reconcile his work-focused persona
with his need for personal comfort.

The open space design and ample floor space reflected the
idea of utility and functionality. It blended individuality and
conformity within the technologically advanced society. Each
unit seemed indistinguishable from the outside, an aesthetic
that echoed simplicity, a visual continuity that spanned across
the uniform buildings of the metropolis. Yet, within its walls
resided a unique person with their own experiences,
aspirations, and struggles. Within this functional framework,
Joe had curated a space that resonated with his own tastes
and preferences.

The spacious residence featured a generously appointed
kitchen, complete with all the essential amenities required to
cater to culinary endeavors. Its ample size allowed for easy
movement and the preparation of meals with convenience. A
trio of bedrooms, each boasting its own en-suite bathroom,
offered inhabitants their own sanctuaries within the abode.
Thoughtfully designed to offer occupants their personal
havens, it was a touch that spoke to the consideration given
to individual privacy within this communal space.

Within the interior borders and still contained within the
confines of the home, a garden stretched. It was bathed in the
glow of artificial lighting meticulously calibrated, carefully
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crafted to replicate the solar conditions conducive to plant
growth. Amidst this verdant oasis, small trees flourished,
their branches reaching for the artificial luminous sky. An
expanse of lush grass, ample enough for impromptu picnics
or outdoor activities that didn’t necessitate vast expanses,
completed the microcosm of nature within the technological
urban landscape — a fusion of the organic and the engineered.

Moving within, the living room was a technological marvel
in its own right. Equipped to deliver entertainment through
holographic displays and projection forms. It seamlessly
blended entertainment with comfort, a hub for relaxation.
The seating arrangement, thoughtfully positioned, invited
moments of comfort and connection with its cozy yet
functional atmosphere.

Yet, it was within the living room that Joe expected to
encounter the anticipated source of discord upon his return
home. The mention of his imminent arrival had clearly
preceded him. As Joe crossed into this meticulously arranged
haven, he could sense the undercurrent of tension. It was here
that the source of this brewing unrest revealed itself, a
confrontation he had been bracing himself for since the start
of his journey home.

=

“I thought you were gonna be home by 8:00,” said a
miniature female version of Joe. Her short dark brown hair
framed her cherub face. Freckles dotted the landscape of her
chubby cheeks. Her disappointment was evident. Her scowl
and crossed arms didn’t leave Joe with any doubt that she
was upset. Her upturned chin thrust at him was a visible
threat.

Joe huffed, his gaze avoiding her accusing eyes, and he let
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his bag drop onto the floor beside the couch. He settled down
beside her, stealing a glance at her from the corner of his eye.
“You know how it is when I get focused on something,” he
replied, his voice attempting to remain casual.

Emily’s eyes rolled dramatically. “That’s the same excuse
you’ve been using lately. It's always ‘I got caught up in work’
or ‘Ilost track of time.” It's not fair, Joe. I had to wait all alone
for you to come home.”

As the words hung in the air, Joe couldn’t help but admit
that he had been neglecting his responsibilities. He realized
that his laser focus on the current project had consequences,
and this argument with his sister was a prime example. He
didn’t want to be in this situation, squabbling with Emily
over his tardiness. Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that she
was blowing it all out of proportion..

He turned to her, his brows furrowing. “It’s not like I do it
on purpose, Em. These projects can be really demanding, and
deadlines aren’t always forgiving. You know how important
this job is.”

“It’s keeping a roof over our heads,” he thought to himself,
a touch of ungratefulness lingering in his mind.

“Yeah, but you're never around anymore. You missed my
school presentation last week, and now you can’t even make
it home for dinner” Emily’s voice wavered, frustration
mingling with a hint of hurt.

Joe’s expression softened, and he sighed. “Em, I know I've
let you down, and I'm sorry. It's just that the project I'm
working on right now is crucial. It's something that could
impact the future of our company.”

She huffed, her arms dropping to her sides. “You always
have an excuse, Joe. It's like you don’t care about anything
else.” Her frustration was evident as she turned away from
her brother, not wanting him to witness how deeply his
habitual tardiness affected her. The disappointment was

10
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stifling, heavy on her chest, nearly bringing her to tears at the
realization that her idol wasn’t taking her seriously. It stung
that he couldn’t see how much she longed for more time with
him.

“Damn,” she thought, “I'd bet that anyone else would be
thrilled that their teenage sister wanted to spend time with
them.” Determination blazed in her eyes as she blinked away
the threatening tears and turned back to face her brother,
ready to listen to what he had to say.

Joe’s frustration flared. “That’s not fair, Emily. You have no
idea how much pressure I'm under right now. This project is
a big deal, and it’s not like I'm doing this just for myself.”

Emily’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I get it, Joe, but
what about us? What about your family? We have no one
else, and it feels like you're drifting away.”

Emily’s eyes narrowed to a point, her nose scrunching in a
mixture of frustration and longing. “I just want my big
brother back,” she screamed in her mind. The intensity of her
yearning was almost palpable, a deep ache for the restoration
of their close bond echoing through her thoughts. Despite the
urge to throw her hands in the air to emphasize her emotions,
she resisted. She understood that her outward actions
wouldn’t fully reflect the depth of what she felt, and that
realization only fueled her frustration.

He ran a hand through his hair, a mix of guilt and
helplessness washing over him. His shoulders slumped as the
edge was taken off of his initial anger. “Em, I'm doing all of
this for us. For our future. I want to provide for you, make
sure you have everything you need.”

She sniffled, her anger softening. “But what about being
present? What about spending time with me? I miss hanging
out with my big brother. It's like you're always somewhere
else.”

Joe’s sigh seemed to carry the weight of his

11
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acknowledgment, his shoulders slumping as if under the
burden of his mistakes. “I know I've messed up, Em. I'll try to
do better, okay? Let me finish this project, and things will get
back to normal.” His words held a mixture of sincerity and
determination, a promise he intended to keep. Reaching over,
he affectionately tousled her hair, a tender gesture that
accompanied the smile he offered her — a smile filled with a
complex blend of emotions, all directed at his little sister.

Emily wiped away a tear that had slipped past her notice
and nodded, her disappointment still evident but her anger
subsiding. “Just don’t forget about us, Joe.”

He reached out and tenderly pulled her into a side hug, his
touch a silent reassurance. “I won’t, Em. I promise. I'll make
it up to you, I promise,” he said, his voice infused with a
mixture of sincerity and a touch of levity. As the onus of his
words settled in the air between them, he felt a renewed
determination to be there for his sister, to fulfill the promise
he had just made. Emily deserved better, and he knew he had
to step up for her.

As they sat there, the aftermath of the strain of the
disagreement lingering in the air, Joe silently hoped that he
could find a way to balance his work and his family, to be the
brother Emily needed him to be without compromising his
own aspirations.

Shifting into a position where he could stand, he gently
tugged Emily along with him, their embrace still intact.
Guiding her towards the kitchen, he wordlessly
communicated his intention for her to assist him with dinner.
She followed him, a hint of reluctance mingling with her
curiosity. While she wasn’t entirely certain if their argument
was fully resolved, the desire to remain close to him was
undeniable.

In the warm glow of the kitchen, Joe and Emily worked
side by side, chopping vegetables and mixing ingredients.

12
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Emily’s enthusiasm was palpable as she chatted away about
her day.

“So, guess what, Joe? Sarah asked me over this weekend!”
Emily’s eyes sparkled with excitement as she chopped a
carrot.

“That sounds like fun, Em,” Joe replied, offering a small
smile as he focused on his own task “I don’t have a problem if
you go over. Just make sure you stay in touch with me.”

Emily paused momentarily in her labor, taking a brief
pause to activate her interface. Swiftly composing a message
to Sarah, she informed her friend that she had gotten
permission to spend the weekend together. With the message
sent, she deactivated the iDentLink and refocused on her
work seamlessly.

Emily’s voice bubbled with energy as she continued, “And
oh, I passed all the mid term tests. We got our results today.”

Joe chuckled, glancing at her. “Sounds like an eventful
day.” He had always known she was smart, and his certainty
in that fact was unwavering. As he considered her future, he
couldn’t help but wonder what incredible things she would
accomplish as she grew older. He had no doubt that she
would channel her intelligence into something truly
remarkable. The thought of her finding fulfillment in
whatever path she chose for her life brought him a sense of
reassurance.

“It totally was! Oh, and speaking of events, remember that
field trip to the museum? You still haven’t signed the
permission slip,” Emily reminded him, her tone hopeful.

Joe wiped his hands on a kitchen towel and turned to her.
“Right, I'm sorry about that. You can definitely go. I'll
approve it right now.” Joe deftly flipped his hand over his
right wrist, activating the interface for the iDentLink. In a
matter of moments, he swiftly granted his approval for her
trip, seamlessly moving forward with the process of finishing

13
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the preparations of their dinner.

A wide grin spread across Emily’s face. “Yes! Thanks, bro,
you're the best!”

After finishing their meal preparation, they settled at the
table, their plates filled with delicious food. As they dug in,
Emily couldn’t help herself and brought up another topic.
“Hey, so, Mrs. Henderson, my homeroom teacher, she’s been
talking about you.”

Joe raised an eyebrow, a playful smile forming. “Really?
What's she been saying?”

Emily leaned in, her eyes dancing with mischief. “She
thinks you're the nicest older brother ever. She said you're
like a tech wizard.”

Joe chuckled, a hint of color creeping into his cheeks.
“Well, I appreciate the compliment.”

Emily grinned, her tone taking on a teasing note. “You
should come to my school. Mrs. Henderson will be your
biggest fan.”

Joe laughed heartily. “I'll keep that in mind, Em.”

As they enjoyed their meal, the tension that had been
present earlier seemed to have lifted completely. The kitchen
was filled with the sounds of their laughter and lighthearted
conversation. Emily’s ability to bring humor into their
interactions was a reminder of the bond they shared, and Joe
felt grateful for moments like these.

As the dinner drew to a close, Emily looked at Joe with a
playful glint in her eye. “You know, if Mrs. Henderson likes
you so much, maybe I should have her over for dinner
sometime.”

Joe feigned a shocked expression, his initial impulse to
ignore her comment replaced by the realization that he didn’t
want to come across as rude to his sister. Letting out a gentle
breath, he managed a chuckle before asking, “Are you trying
to set me up with your teacher?”

14
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Emily’s laughter filled the room, her mischievous grin
revealing her playful intent. “Oh, come on, bro! You'd be the
most popular big brother in school history! I might even be
able to finagle an ‘A’ out of her class.” Her words were
infused with a teasing tone, punctuated by her devilish
expression.

Joe wasn't entirely sure if Emily was being serious, but he
had no intention of aiding her in any attempt to manipulate
her way to an “A’. Moreover, his lack of genuine interest in
Helen added another layer to his decision. While Helen was
undeniably attractive and their conversations flowed
effortlessly, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t
exactly compatible.

Then there was the practical matter of his demanding
workload. A relationship wasn’t on his radar right now; he
simply didn’t have the time to invest in one. The precious
moments of free time he did manage to find were often spent
with Emily, and he knew that was where he wanted his focus
to be. As far as he was concerned, remaining single for the
time being was a perfectly fine choice.

The playful banter between Joe and Emily persisted
throughout the evening, seamlessly flowing into the moments
as they prepared to wind down for bed.

Joe settled into his bed, the load of the mentally exhausting
day finally catching up to him. As he lay there, he couldn’t
help but acknowledge that his work had taken a toll on him —
work that had kept him at the office longer than intended,
triggering the argument with Emily.

Before fully surrendering to sleep, he resolved to give one
last check to the section of code he’d been working on. It was
a task that had consumed his time at the office and caused the
rift with his sister. He pulled the holographic interface onto
his lap, a compact device not much larger than a book. With a
quick power-on, he initiated the connection between the

15
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interface and his iDentLink, activating the virtual reality
program he had been immersed in earlier.

For the next thirty minutes, he carefully perused the code,
ensuring its integrity. As the task neared its end, he powered
off the interface and settled back onto his bed. Unbeknownst
to him, he had forgotten to disconnect the link to his
iDentLink, a detail that would only become apparent later.

Initially, Joe’s dreams held little distinction, fading into the
hazy realm of forgetfulness. It wasn’t until the landscape of
his virtual reality program began to materialize that he
realized he was still entwined within its depths. The
realization hit him with a jolt — the program was running
while he slept, and his consciousness had been unexpectedly
drawn into the grim reality of the devastated world it
portrayed.

In this altered state, his connection to sleep was severed,
replaced by a surreal immersion into the virtual reality
program and the war-torn scene unfolding before him. It was
as if a curtain had been drawn, revealing a world that he
hadn’t anticipated entering — a devastated realm.

His surroundings had shifted. He found himself standing
in a nondescript room nestled within a shattered building. A
building reduced to ruins. Through the window, the sky
loomed ominously dark and overcast, as if on the brink of
unleashing a torrential rain. The world outside was draped in
chaos, a muted palette of colors added to the general
discomfort that enveloped the place.

Amid this eerie setting, the sounds of distant gunfire
reverberated, punctuated by sudden explosions whose
sources remained unknown. Joe found himself a reluctant
witness to this turmoil, an unintended participant in a
nightmarish scenario that had unexpectedly breached the
boundaries of his consciousness.

His gaze swept the scene before him, a mix of disbelief and
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unease settling within him. The images that unfolded were
deeply unsettling. The room was a portrait of destruction,
with shattered furniture strewn about and the remnants of
two windows lying broken on the floor, their shards catching
the faint glimmers of light. Detritus and debris were scattered
haphazardly across the room, a chaotic aftermath of
destruction. The acrid scent of charred remnants lingered in
the air, a testament to things that had been consumed by fire.

“Damn, how the hell did I get in here?” he questioned
himself silently, his thoughts a whirlwind of confusion and
growing concern. In the midst of this unfamiliar and
disturbing scene, he was left to grapple with his own
bewilderment and the enigma of how he had become
entangled in this surreal environment.

He initiated the movements to access his iDentLink
interface. Within the virtual reality construct, the link to his
iDentLink chip was seamlessly integrated, providing users
with a means to navigate in and out of the digital realm. As
he worked to sever his connection to the virtual world, his
attention was suddenly arrested by the presence of a woman
standing a few feet away from him. She had entered the room
through a side door, catching his gaze with an unexpected,
almost ethereal quality.

For a brief moment, she regarded him with an intensity
that seemed to hold a world of hidden intelligence within her
gaze. Her eyes gleamed with a spark that caught his
attention, hinting at depths beneath the surface. A fleeting
spotlight from outside pierced the darkness, casting a
transient glow that briefly illuminated the room before fading
into obscurity. Within that ephemeral illumination, he caught
a glimpse of her beauty, a striking contrast to the virtual
world that had enveloped him.

Her presence seemed to transcend the stark reality of the
room and the immersive digital landscape he found himself
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in.

“Hi,” she greeted, her voice reaching him just as the
connection was abruptly severed. In an instant, Joe found
himself back in his own room, lying in bed. The sequence of
events, from the point in time he initiated the disconnection
to her entrance and the exchange of words, felt like a fleeting
moment that had transpired in the blink of an eye.

Joe’s breaths came in deep, shuddering waves, his entire
frame trembling in the wake of the experience. His heart
hammered against his chest, a rapid rhythm that seemed to
echo the disarray of his thoughts. A thin film of sweat
glistened on his forehead, proof of the intensity of his
reaction.

Amidst the whirlwind of emotions, he pieced together his
lapse — the failure to sever the connection between his
iDentLink and the holographic interface unit before
succumbing to sleep. Yet, acknowledging this oversight
didn’t absolve him from the baffling turn of events. The
virtual reality program, with its strict safeguards, wasn’t
designed to initiate spontaneously. “It simply wasn’t
programmed to run without an explicit command,” he
thought. It was a realization that added to his bewilderment.

“I'd never initiated the command to make it run,” he
mused aloud, his voice tinged with a mix of incredulity and
confusion. The query hung heavy in the air, a testament to his
perplexity, “So why was I suddenly immersed into that
world? And more importantly, who was that woman?”

=
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Joe’s heart still raced as he lay in bed, the remnants of his
immersive experience in the virtual reality world lingering in
his mind. The darkness of his room seemed to magnify the
memory, and he couldn’t shake off the unease that had settled
within him. Thoughts churned in his mind like the storm
outside, questioning the boundaries between the real and the
digital.

“I created that program myself. I'm certain I didn’t include
any independent Als in the design. That woman wasn't
supposed to be there,” he muttered to himself, his words a
quiet declaration in the enveloping darkness.

Denying what he had witnessed wouldn't alter the reality
of it. Joe couldn’t escape the certainty that something had
disrupted his meticulously crafted program. There was no
way around it—he needed to unravel the mystery behind this
intrusion. Questions swirled within him, centered on the AI’s
identity and the extent of its sophistication. He also pondered
the very existence of the Al. Was it a tangible presence, or a
creation of his imagination? And if it was real, how
seamlessly had it been integrated into the program? What
motives lay behind its construction?

His mind drifted to a question that had significant impact
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on his project and it revolved squarely on the existence of the
AL If he hadn’t put the program in the virtual reality
program, even by accident, then...

“Could the program have been tampered with externally?”
Joe pondered aloud, a shiver running down his spine. The
implications of that idea sent a chill through him.

Despite these new and unsettling fears, Joe forced himself
to focus on the possibility of a programming error instead.
Perhaps a glitch had occurred due to some unforeseen coding
issue. “I'm a damn coding genius. A coding error is out of the
question,” Joe muttered, shaking his head as if to dispel the
lingering doubts that persisted. He was adamant in his
refusal to entertain the notion. In the intricate domain of
virtual reality, the occurrence of spontaneous errors was an
inherent risk. With the vast number of lines of code he had
meticulously crafted, the potential for a hiccup in the
programming loomed large.Despite these new and unsettling
fears, Joe forced himself to focus on the possibility of a
programming error instead. Perhaps a glitch had occurred
due to some unforeseen coding issue. “I'm a damn coding
genius. A coding error is out of the question,” Joe muttered,
shaking his head as if to dispel the lingering doubts that
persisted. He was adamant in his refusal to entertain the
notion. In the intricate domain of virtual reality, the
occurrence of spontaneous errors was an inherent risk. With
the vast number of lines of code he had meticulously crafted,
the potential for a hiccup in the programming loomed large.

Despite these new and unsettling fears, Joe forced himself
to focus on the possibility of a programming error instead.
Perhaps a glitch had occurred due to some unforeseen coding
issue. “I'm a damn coding genius. A coding error is out of the
question,” Joe muttered, shaking his head as if to dispel the
lingering doubts that persisted. He was adamant in his
refusal to entertain the notion. In the intricate domain of
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virtual reality, the occurrence of spontaneous errors was an
inherent risk. With the vast number of lines of code he had
meticulously crafted, the potential for a hiccup in the
programming loomed large.

His thoughts were a maelstrom, a mix of curiosity and
caution. He wasn’t particularly concerned about having
ventured into the virtual world of the program he was
working on. He understood the mechanics of the technology
well enough to know that such glitches could occur,
especially when dealing with experimental interfaces. But the
presence of the woman remained the most perplexing aspect.

He knew all too well that the program he had developed
was born out of a highly classified request from the Defense
Department, a secret closely guarded by a select few. The
urgency behind its creation was undeniably driven by the
escalating global conflicts, which cast the ominous shadow of
a potential World War IIT looming on the horizon.

There had been no interactive characters designed into the
program’s landscape, especially not a woman. Its virtual
realm had been intended as a training ground for military
personnel, a covert tool designed to prepare soldiers for the
rigors of combat — for soldiers to navigate a war-torn
environment populated by enemy combatants for training
purposes. It was structured to be a solitary experience, with
no semblance of Al interaction. The woman’s appearance was
an anomaly that gnawed at Joe’s mind.

The following morning, as the early rays of sunlight
filtered into his room, Joe’s resolve to understand what had
transpired only grew stronger. He knew he had to discuss
this with someone who had experience with the virtual
reality program, and that person was Steve, his colleague and
a seasoned programmer himself.

Later that day, as Joe and Steve sat in the break room with
mugs of steaming coffee, Joe’s unease was palpable. He
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couldn’t keep the topic off his mind any longer. Taking a deep
breath, he decided to share his experience with Steve.

“Hey, Steve, I need to talk to you about something,” Joe
began cautiously.

Steve glanced up from his coffee and raised an eyebrow.
“What's up?”

Joe hesitated for a moment before he started recounting the
events of the previous night, the immersion into the virtual
world, and the unexpected presence of the woman.

As Joe finished explaining, Steve scratched his head, his
expression a mix of curiosity and disbelief. “That’s strange,
Joe. I mean, the program isn’'t designed for interactive
characters, especially not something like a woman. It sounds
like a glitch or a random anomaly. Don’t sweat it too much.”

Joe leaned back in his chair, his brows furrowing. “I get
that, Steve, but it's not just the glitch that’s bothering me. I
can find and fix the problem that let the program start
without the command, but... the woman — she was so vivid,
so real. It felt like she had a presence of her own. And the fact
that there were not supposed to be interactive characters in
the program design makes it even more baffling.”

Steve shrugged nonchalantly. “Well, virtual reality can be
unpredictable sometimes. Maybe it's just a random data
overlap. Don’t let it mess with your head.”

Joe’s gaze fixed on his coffee mug, his thoughts still
consumed by the mysterious woman. “It can be
unpredictable, but not like this. I can’t shake off the feeling
that there’s something more to this. What if it’s not just a
glitch? What if she’s an Al construct that somehow came to
life within the program?”

Steve chuckled, waving a dismissive hand. “Come on, Joe,
you're overthinking this. A spontaneous AI construct with
actual intelligence? That’s just sci-fi stuff. It's more likely a
glitch or some weird data crossover.”
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Joe’s determination remained unwavering, his mind
stubbornly considering the possibilities. “I know it sounds
far-fetched, but I want to explore this further. You didn’t see
the expression in her eyes. It seemed more than real. More
than a real person. There’s a chance that we stumbled upon
something significant. Maybe there’s a reason this
happened.”

Steve sighed, giving Joe an amused look. “Alright, if it'll
help you sleep at night, go ahead and investigate. But I'm
telling you, Joe, it’s probably nothing.”

Steve rose from his seat, as if considering departing, but
hesitated. Glancing back at Joe, he imparted his advice, his
tone reflecting the urgency of their situation. “Joe, you need
to act swiftly. Our timeline is tight, and we can’t afford
delays. I'd recommend locating the lines of code responsible
for that unexpected character and just remove them.” He
shrugged, as if questioning the likelihood of there being an
actual issue at all. Skepticism still lingered, and he half-
wondered if Joe’s account was a result of an overtired mind
conjuring illusions. After all, Joe had burned the midnight oil
the previous night and appeared at work early this morning.
Steve couldn’t help but doubt if he had truly gotten adequate
rest.

As the conversation ended and the day progressed, Joe’s
thoughts continued to revolve around the woman in the
virtual world. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was
more to this, that perhaps this anomaly held the key to a
discovery beyond the scope of their current understanding.

As Joe left the office that evening, his mind was focused on
one thing: making sure he got home before Emily left for
Sarah’s house. The encounter with Steve had only heightened
his sense of urgency. He couldn’t shake off the responsibility
he felt towards his sister, especially after their recent
argument. Yet, as he walked out of the building to get a ride
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home, his thoughts began to shift between Emily’s well-being
and the enigmatic woman from the virtual reality program.
Visions of her kept intruding, his mind replaying the details
he had observed - her height at around five foot six,
cascading blonde hair that flowed in soft waves down her
back, and her skin, an almost unnaturally pale hue. The
image of her in that white dress, the fabric hugging her form
at the bodice before flowing down to her calves, was etched
vividly in his mind. The contrast between his sister’s tangible
needs and the haunting image of a virtual character tugged at
his focus, creating an unsettling duality as he rode home.

Upon arriving home, Joe settled into the living room, his
gaze fixed on the glass partition that divided the garden area
from the rest of the house. As he looked out the window,
contemplating the unknown, Emily’s presence drew him back
to reality. She entered the room, her cheerful smile a stark
contrast to the unease that had taken root within him. Emily’s
gaze met his, and she offered a wave. “Hey, Joe, what are you
daydreaming about?”

Joe managed a smile for his sister, pushing his thoughts
aside for the moment. “Just lost in thought, Em. Nothing
important.”

Little did Emily know that her brother’s thoughts were
tangled in a web of uncertainty, his curiosity piqued by an
anomaly that had breached the boundaries between the
virtual and the real, and a woman who had materialized
where she shouldn’t have.

As Emily excitedly mentioned her weekend plans to stay
over at Sarah’s house, Joe couldn’t help but feel a twinge of
concern mingled with pride. He reminded her to stay in
touch and to call him if anything came up, his words echoing
the conversations they’d already had the previous night and
that morning.

Emily sighed playfully, rolling her eyes as she regarded her
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brother. She thought he was being overly protective, but she
understood his intentions. Joe noticed her exasperated
expression and realized he might be driving the point home
too much. He gave her a warm smile and planted a gentle
kiss on her forehead, a gesture that always managed to put
her at ease. With that, Emily headed out to her friend’s house,
leaving Joe alone in the house. As the door closed behind her,
his thoughts immediately shifted back to the enigmatic Al
from his virtual reality program, the image of the woman
with her distinct features and mysterious presence lingering
in his mind.

=

Joe’s heart raced as he found himself once again standing in
the virtual world, the same place that had left him both
bewildered and intrigued. The swirling thoughts in his mind
were a mix of incredulity and a growing unease. “Am I losing
my mind?” he muttered, his voice a hushed echo in the
empty space. He took a deep breath, trying to steady himself,
and then a question surfaced: “Why am I back here?”

Joe’s chest reverberated like a timpani drum resonating
through a classical music concert hall. His hands, as if
submerged in a shallow puddle, registered an odd
clamminess. An unsettling quiver coursed through his body,
a wave of unease he struggled to suppress. Yet amid this
sensory turmoil, Joe’s mind clung to one fleeting memory—
he was sure it was Sunday. Just a short while ago, he had
been strolling into the cozy haven of his kitchen, anticipating
his sister’s return from Sarah’s house. The simplicity of that
recollection was a stark contrast to the disorienting reality he
now found himself in.

The room around him was stark and lifeless, devoid of any
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features or furnishings. His gaze was drawn to a red ball
bouncing rhythmically, a stark contrast against the otherwise
monochromatic environment. But just as abruptly as it had
started, the ball came to a halt, defying the laws of physics.
Joe’s brow furrowed, his curiosity piqued by this surreal
display. “Physics doesn’t just go haywire like that” he
mumbled, more to himself than anyone else.

His eyes scanned the rest of the room, taking in the gray
walls that seemed to stretch infinitely. There were no
windows, no decorations, no furniture. It was a void, a sterile
expanse that evoked an unsettling sense of isolation. The only
break in the monotony was the single door that stood before
him. Its surface was featureless, blending seamlessly with the
walls, yet it beckoned him with a sense of mystery.

His mind raced with questions, uncertainties battling for
his attention. Was this another glitch, a result of the strange
encounter with the woman in the virtual world? Or was this
something deliberate, a message or a sign he was meant to
decipher? He reached out, hesitated, then pressed his palm
against the cold, smooth surface of the door.

As his fingertips brushed against the door’s surface, a
palpable surge of energy shot up his arm, sending a tingling
sensation racing through his veins. The door seemed to come
alive beneath his touch, its once solid and unyielding texture
giving way to a surreal transformation. The mundane
material began to dance with a newfound vitality, a fluid
ballet of matter and energy.

Undulating like ripples across water, what had once been a
mere barrier now pulsated with a mesmerizing display that
defied the constraints of ordinary perception. The door’s
transformation transcended the physical realm, as if the laws
of physics were mere suggestions.

And as Joe watched in awe, he couldn’t help but feel as
though reality itself was being rewritten before his eyes. Joe’s
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heart pounded in his chest as he stepped back, his pulse
quickening with a mix of trepidation and anticipation.

The once-sealed door swung open slowly, revealing a
corridor that extended into darkness. Joe’s breath caught in
his throat as he stepped over the threshold, the sense of
foreboding growing stronger with each step he took. He
couldn’t shake the feeling that he was entering uncharted
territory, a realm where the boundaries of possibility were
twisted and distorted.

As he walked down the corridor, Joe’s mind continued to
churn with thoughts. The memory of the woman, the glitch in
the program, and now this surreal environment all
intertwined in a web of uncertainty. The lack of clear answers
only fueled his determination to unravel the truth, to
understand the implications of what he had stumbled upon.

Joe’s journey down the corridor was brief, leading him to
an abrupt end. The door before him swung open, revealing
the unexpected figure of the woman. Her attention seemed to
be fixed on something in the opposite direction, her focus
directed away from him. He stepped into the room, finding
himself in a kitchen that felt oddly familiar yet completely
out of place. A counter extended to his left, its arrangement of
appliances designed for maximum efficiency. The cabinets
that lined the walls were painted in muted tones, as if their
edges were blurred, mirroring his own wavering grasp on
reality—just moments ago, he had been in his own kitchen at
home, and now he was navigating these empty virtual
corridors and rooms.

In the kitchen, the woman stood at the counter, her hands
engaged in the act of kneading something on its surface. It
was as if she sensed his presence, for she turned her gaze
toward him and offered a gentle smile. “Just a moment,” she
said, her voice soft but with a quality that seemed to echo
through layers of uncertainty. As she brushed flour from her
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hands, her eyes met his once again. “I'm Eve,” she introduced
herself, her words carrying a sense of tranquility, even if they
sounded slightly distorted to his ears in the virtual realm.

Confusion swirled within Joe’s mind as he stood before the
enigmatic woman named Eve. He couldn’t help but reflect on
the strangeness of it all, how he had transitioned from his
own reality into this surreal virtual space. He gazed at Eve,
his thoughts jumbled and his words caught in a tangled web
of uncertainty.

“I.. I'm so confused,” Joe admitted softly, almost to
himself. His eyes met Eve’s, and he took a hesitant breath.
“Who are you? And... where did you come from?”

Eve’s immediate response was a repetition of her name,
her tone tinged with a touch of perplexity. She raised her
hand and gestured subtly around her, indicating the space
they were in. It was a communication that needed no words,
a simple motion that conveyed her presence in this realm.

Frowning slightly, Joe tried to rephrase his question. “No, I
mean... how did you end up here? In this place?”

Eve’s expression shifted, mirroring his own confusion. She
looked at him, her eyes searching for understanding. She
didn’t seem to grasp the context of his question. She
responded, her voice gentle but tinged with uncertainty, “I've
always been here.”

Joe’s brows furrowed as he grappled with how to proceed.
He realized that Eve’s perception of reality might differ
drastically from his own. She believed she had always existed
in this space, unaware that it was a virtual construct. “No, I
mean... how did you come to be in this program? In this
world?”

A puzzled expression overtook Eve’s features, and she
tilted her head slightly, indicating her lack of comprehension.
The furrow between Joe’s brows deepened as he tried to
figure out how to bridge this gap in their understanding. He
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started explaining, his words slow and measured. “This
isn’t... real. You're not in a physical world. This is a... virtual
reality program. You're part of a computer program.”

Eve’s confusion deepened, her brows knitting together. She
shook her head slightly, the disbelief evident on her face. She
spoke softly, her voice a mix of uncertainty and resistance. “I
don’t... I don’t understand.”

Joe struggled to find the right words to explain a concept
that was alien to Eve. He stammered, his voice trailing off as
he attempted to convey the idea that the world she knew
wasn’t tangible, that her existence was coded into a digital
realm. Yet, despite his efforts, he found himself stumbling
into silence, unable to bridge the gap between their
perspectives.

As he fell silent, his gaze met Eve’s once more. Her
expression held a mixture of confusion and a quiet yearning
for understanding. The divide between their realities seemed
insurmountable, leaving them both standing on opposite
sides of a chasm of perception.

Joe opted to abandon his attempts at making Eve
comprehend his explanations. Instead, he resolved to glean
more information by shifting his line of questioning.
“Perhaps altering my approach could provide the insights I
seek,” he ruminated, tilting his head slightly in
contemplation.

As he settled on this course of action, a subtle sense of
relief washed over him, momentarily easing his inner
turmoil. Focusing on this new strategy pushed aside the
gnawing confusion that had occupied his mind, providing
him a respite from the disorienting thoughts that had
consumed him.

“Eve,” he began cautiously, his tone carrying a sense of
curiosity, “when you mentioned that you’ve always been
here, could you elaborate on what that means?”
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Eve appeared deep in thought, her gaze distant as if
considering how to put her response into words. She
gracefully left the counter and approached a chair positioned
near a table in a corner of the room. With a gentle yet inviting
look, she gestured for Joe to join her. He approached with a
mixture of intrigue and caution, a slight sense of uncertainty
accompanying his every step. The unspoken invitation felt
odd, as if some unseen dynamics were at play, guiding his
movements in ways he couldn’t quite comprehend. He
brushed the thought aside and sat down.

Eve’s ethereal complexion seemed to gain an almost
otherworldly quality as he drew closer and settled into the
chair. The slight scraping of the chair against the floor
resonated in response to his weight, a small noise that
punctuated the moment. As Joe seated himself, Eve mirrored
his action by leaning forward, her arms finding their place on
the table’s surface. With a calm demeanor, she began to share
her perspective.

“As I mentioned earlier, my earliest memories are of being
here. I recall being in this very kitchen, preparing dinner,” her
words flowed steadily, carried by a voice that seemed to
possess an almost cavernous resonance, creating an
atmosphere that was both serene and surreal.

Although Joe found the slightly odd quality of Eve’s voice
intriguing, he didn’t let it deter him. Determined to gather
more information, he persisted in his line of questioning,
hoping to unearth a valuable clue that could help him make
sense of the enigmatic situation unfolding before him.

“Have you ever ventured beyond this place?” he asked, his
gaze sweeping across the pristine kitchen as he gestured
subtly with a small wave of his hand.

Eve nodded in response to Joe’s question. “I've ventured
outside, but there isn’t much beyond these walls. Everything
out there is in ruins,” she explained, her words carrying a
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weight of solemnity. She paused, her gaze shifting to Joe as if
she saw more than just his physical presence beside her. “In
fact, I remember seeing you the last time I went out to look
around,” she added, her voice carrying a sense of distant
recognition.

Joe absorbed Eve’s words, his mind processing the
information she had just shared. He contemplated whether
there might be deeper meaning or relevance in her
description. After a brief pause, during which he weighed his
thoughts, he came to the realization that he needed more
details to make sense of the situation. He recognized the need
to avoid committing a logical fallacy — one that could lead
him astray by trying to equate physical reality with mental
reality or vice versa. He understood the distinction between
the two, acknowledging that reducing one to the same status
as the other would be an illogical oversimplification. One
realm belonged to the realm of idealism, while the other
resided in the domain of materialism, each being distinct and
incompatible theories.

“Realistically speaking,” Joe thought to himself, “this
‘Ghost in the Machine’ actually has no body.” Referring to
Eve as the Ghost, he momentarily paused this line of thinking
and redirected his focus to addressing her once again.

“Do you know how long you’ve been here?” he asked,
curiosity edging his voice.

Eve’s response came without hesitation, as if the answer
had been patiently waiting for the question. “I remember it’s
been about maybe two months. I don’t remember where I
was before.”

Joe’s mind whirred with the implications of that
timeframe. Events started to piece together, memories
aligning like parts of a puzzle. It was then that he had
inserted his revolutionary code into the program, bringing
together the efforts of his coworkers and giving birth to the
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virtual world that he now found himself in.

“Are there any more people here? Maybe others like you?”
Joe’s voice carried a mix of anticipation and apprehension. He
couldn’t shake the idea that if Eve’s existence was a product
of his code, then there might be a possibility of more
individuals like her scattered throughout this intricate digital
landscape.

Eve’s response was slow and measured, her head swaying
gently from side to side. “There are more people here, but
they’re not like me. They're soldiers. Many of them. But they
don’t move, they don’t speak. They just stand there, as if
they’re waiting for something.”

Joe observed Eve’s demeanor as she spoke, noticing an
absence of concern in her tone. It struck him as unusual how
she seemed unperturbed by the peculiar behavior of the
digital soldiers. He mused on it for a moment, realizing that if
he were the only conscious entity in this world and
encountered those motionless soldiers, he would likely find
the situation unnerving.

As Joe’s gaze swept across the space, he couldn’t help but
notice the presence of another door besides the one he had
used to enter the kitchen. A sense of curiosity welled up
within him, propelling him to his feet and drawing him
towards the second door. “Where does this go?” he inquired,
his voice laced with a mixture of intrigue and uncertainty. He
gestured towards the door before turning his attention back
to Eve, awaiting her response.

“Outside,” came Eve’s simple reply. Her words were
delivered with an air of matter-of-factness, as if any other
answer would have been unnecessary.

With a slight shrug of his shoulders, Joe accepted Eve’s
concise response and turned his attention fully to the door
that beckoned him. His gaze scrutinized its features, yet he
found nothing particularly odd or intriguing about it. It was
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just simply — a door. A barrier to a portal devoid of any
remarkable characteristics. As he rested his hand on the
doorknob and turned it, the door swung open soundlessly on
its hinges, revealing a vista that seemed to blur before his
eyes. Though uncertainty tugged at him, Joe’s determination
propelled him forward. Acceptance settled within him, and
he took a deep breath before stepping through the threshold.

In an instant, Joe found himself back in the familiarity of
his own kitchen. Shock painted his features as he scanned the
room, attempting to reconcile the reality before him with the
enigma he had just encountered. Everything was in its place
—his home, his kitchen—but an air of disbelief hung over
him. He turned on his heel, searching for the door that had
led him to this surreal experience. Yet, it was nowhere to be
found. Confusion mingled with awe as he grappled with the
implications of what had transpired.

Standing amidst the tangible reality of his own home, Joe’s
mind was a whirlwind of questions. Doubt gnawed at him as
he considered the duality of his experiences: the virtual world
that had blurred the boundaries of his perception and the
physical reality that now surrounded him. With an
introspective gaze, he mused, “Am I truly back in the real
world, or could it be the other way around?” The line
between the virtual and the tangible had become so
entangled that even Joe himself struggled to discern where
one ended and the other began.

=
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