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In the midst of an impressionable moment, many question that which is
being experienced. Few, however, question the reality of everyday life and the
absurdities that might replace everything that we are comfortable thinking that
we know.

* * *

“How long is this flight meant to be?” asked Victor, signalling quotation marks
when saying the word flight.

“I think it is an eight hour flight,” responded David, extracting a pair of
headphones from his backpack. “Chomsky on noise cancelling earphones, sleep
mask and hoodie should be enough sensory deprivation for the night.”

“Eight hour flight! How long does it really take to rearrange the surround-
ings to look like a new city?” Victor cried out.

“Perhaps they need to make some new molds to recreate the ruins,” teased
Kate, while opening a book.

“We are going to Florence though, not Moldova,” said Julio with an expec-
tant smile.

“Julio prego!” cried out the other three.

“When are Scarlet and Brendon joining us?” asked Victor

Kate searched her phone for an answer, ”they are at a festival right now,
so they will be joining us in three days.”

“Is this the one Scarlet is playing at?”

“Yes, the one in England. I’ve forgotten the name already.”
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“Ah that’s great,” said Victor before turning to the flight attendant and
asking for an aperol spritz.

“I’m sorry sir,” responded the flight attendant, ”but we do not serve aperol
spritz on the flight. We do however have white wine. Would you like a glass
of that instead?”

“Abastanza bono” he responded, confusing the flight attendant. ”Yes, that
will do. Also a coke please.”

The flight was an uneventful one, with little turbulence or dramatic events.
Upon their arrival, the four friends ensured that all passports were still on
them. Unlike their last trip, everyone’s passport had made it through customs
this time. Reassured, they stepped out of the airport and began searching for
a bus.

“At least they could have put a bus station at the airport,” said Victor in
disappointment. “They had eight hours for this. Look at that fountain, that
is definitely copy pasted from Belgrade. I remember it clearly.”

“Actually,” responded David, ”that fountain does seem awfully familiar. I,
however, have had eight hours of brainwashing with talks on anarchism, so
perhaps I just want to overthrow the fountain.”

Kate laughed, “That building over there,” she pointed to their left, “also
looks a lot like the houses in Sofia, don’t you think?”

“According to the map the correct bus station is on the other side of this
compound,” Julio pointed towards a private building. “There is, however a
bus fifty meters from us, I reckon we ask that bus driver if he can get us to the
centre.”

The others agreed and headed towards the bus. After some confusion, a
map was shown to the driver enquiring whether this was the correct bus for
the displayed destination, leading to the driver finally nodding in confirmation.
The friends rode on the bus for 20 minutes, until the driver indicated the correct
stop at which to get out.

Once the group arrived at their accommodation, they showered, went out
for dinner around the neighbourhood and went to bed early in preparation for
touring the city the next day.

* * *

The next morning they drank tea and coffee on the balcony overlooking the
city as they waited for each other to get ready for breakfast. It was a peaceful
day. The lively city was not awake yet, allowing for the chirping of the birds
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to accompany the incredible view.

The peace was soon interrupted by Kate’s sudden surprise, “Huh!”

“What’s wrong?” asked David.

“That was really weird,” she responded.“My eyes just did a weird trick on
me. It felt like my brain glitched.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I thought I saw dry trees in the place of buildings. Like the Dead
Vlei, but over there,” she pointed in the distance. ”Not sure what is causing
that illusion”

“Weird, maybe some sort of shadow playing with your mind.”

“Or...” Started Victor, “the rearrangers moved components of this stage
prematurely.”

“Yes Victor, everything is-” started Julio, interrupted by a sudden frown.

“Everything is what?” asked David.

“Strange, I just had the same experience as Kate.”

“What? Also the Dead Vlei?” asked Kate

“Yeah. Behind the cathedral, right?” he pointed at the location that he
was referencing.



4

“Yes same place as me,” responded Kate.

“I don’t see anything,” said David. ”Victor, do you?”

“No, I don-” he began, “Wait, I do! Right there, more towards the left of
the cathedral’s dome.”

“Oh wow, that is very weird. It doesn’t even fit in this setting. A theme
park of some sort?” reasoned David.

“Yeah, let’s go investigate,” said Victor

The four friends shuffled to get ready and, once done, walked hurriedly
towards the cathedral. There was no sign of anything resembling what they
had seen. In fact, the area was flooded with apartment buildings, lacking any
form of desolation.

“I don’t understand, it was right here,” said Victor.

“Victor, with your sense of direction everything was probably ‘here’ at some
point in time,” teased David

“He’s (surprisingly) right,” said Julio. “It should technically be over there,
where that theatre is.”

“Let’s check the satellite image on Google maps,” said Kate “Maybe it will
show that there are some buildings blocking the site.”

“Yeah, let’s check that and also street view,” said David as he looked at his
phone. Puzzled, he pinched at the screen for several minutes.

“Found anything?” asked Victor.

“No. According to satellite view, this is all buildings.”

“This makes no sense. We all saw what we interpreted as a desert area,”
said Julio

“Hmm, but you David and I were in Namibia together last year,” said Kate.
”Maybe there was in fact a weird shadow and we related what we saw to the
Dead Vlei. Victor, can you describe what you saw? You are the only one that
wouldn’t have that bias.”

“Well, I have seen your photos. I saw orange sand dunes and black tree
trunks. It looked like what I would imagine the Gunslinger walked through in
search for Walter.”

“That’s pretty consistent with what we saw. It’s been two hours since then.
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Let’s check if we see the same thing as before. Which way is the apartment
again?”

“North of here,” said Julio

“Ah, perfect time to use my new compass,” said Victor taking out a small
gadget from his pocket and pointing, “that way!”

The group followed Victor’s lead reluctantly, checking the map at varying
intervals to ensure that he only got them a little bit lost. Eventually, they
all returned to the apartment and gathered on the balcony after a brief toilet
break.

Victor was swinging the compass, which was on a keyring, around his finger.
“I still see the same thing next to the cathedral,” he said.

“Me too,” responded the others in an unsychronised manner, sipping on
their respective drinks.

Victor looked down at his compass in thought. Suddenly his thoughtful ex-
pression had turned to confusion, “um, the compass needle just keeps moving.”

“Might explain your sense of direction,” teased Kate.

“Weird, let me see” said David taking the compass from Victor. “It is
behaving rather erratically, do we have some sort of magnet near by?”

“It would have to be quite close to cause that,” said Victor.

“True. I wonder what-” David was interrupted by a knock on the door.
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“Are we expecting anyone?” asked Julio as he walked towards the door.

“Not as far as I know,” responded Kate.

Julio walked towards the door and looked through the peep hole, “what!?”
he exclaimed while unlocking.

“Who is-” Kate started

“Surprise!” screamed the two entering guests.

“Scarlet! Brendon! Aren’t you meant to be at the festival?” asked Kate in
surprise.

Scarlet waved her hands in the air, “we already played and the last day has
changed to be indie bands that I don’t care about.”

“Let me show you this video of the surf rock band that I liked,” interjected
Brendon

“Oh please, not again,” pleaded Kate.

Brendon searched for the video on his phone, “You’re hearing it anyway.”

“We brought aperol spritz,” said Scarlet as the music began playing in the
background.

“Did I head aperol spritz?” enquired Victor from the balcony.

“We’ll bring the ingredients to the balcony” said Scarlet, and turning to
Kate she asked, “So what is the plan for today? What have you seen so far?”

“Well, you have chosen an interesting way of posing the question. Let’s find
out if it is the same that you see.”

“What? I don’t understand”

Kate lead them to the balcony, “we have had a strange experience today.
We all seem to be seeing something that makes no sense. Additionall y, we
have just discovered that Victor’s compass is behaving erratically.”

“Seeing something that makes no sense? Your face makes no sense.”

“That too, but do me a favour and look over there,” said Kate pointing to
the cathedral, ”to the left of the cathedral. What do you see?”

Scarlet strained her eyes, wrinkling her face, and said “I can’t see anything.”

“That’s usually the case,” teased Brendon, “here are your glasses.”
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Scarlet placed her glasses on her nose thanking Brendon and looked into
the distance. “That looks an awful lot like the Dead Vlei. What is it?”

“Yes! That’s what we see too!” said Victor jumping out of his chair in
excitement, but he soon sat in disappointment, ”but we don’t know what it
is.”

“Precisely,” said David. ”Now the plan is to find out what we are looking
at. We were there earlier today and there was nothing resembling what we see.
In fact, it seems impossible for that to fit there. The whole place is covered in
apartment buildings according to our exploration and satellite imaging.”

“Maybe someone else has already figured this out,” said Brendon. ”Have
you googled for it yet?”

“Not yet, we got back not long before your surprise,” said Julio ”By the
way, what were you planning to do if we weren’t at the apartment?”

“We were just going to explore and come wake you up at 2am to open for
us.”

Victor pulled out a laptop from his backpack, “I remember you all laughing
at me when I packed the laptop, and now it will come to good use.”

Julio snatched the laptop from Victor’s hands, ‘we could have just used
our phones too, but this will do.” The others gathered around the laptop with
interest.

“Err... so what exactly is it that we are trying to search for?” asked David.

“I’m going to try to search for ‘desert in Florence’ on Reddit,” responded
Julio.

“Sounds legit,” said Scarlet while preparing six Aperol Spritz.

After 10 minutes of changing the query and scrolling through the website,
Victor pointed at the screen and exclaimed, ”there! The second post.”

Everyone leaned towards the screen and began reading as the discussion
that Julio selected. The first post in the discussion was as follows:

I have noticed that the magnetic field in some parts of Florence is incred-
ibly strong. I have tested multiple magnets and they all spin erratically in
the same locations. I have also been seeing strange landscapes around the
city which simply do not make sense. Is anyone experiencing the same
thing? What is happening? Glitch in the Matrix?

askingForAFriend29
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The group continued reading the comments in the discussion, filtering
through countless comments stating that askingForAFriend29 was crazy, had
consumed copious amounts of drugs and had chosen the wrong subereddit to
post their question in. One comment stated that another user, catThatRules-
TheInternet, had experienced the same from an area close to Dante’s house in
Florence, but the discussion had stopped there. The rest of the comments were
asking for more information but none was given.

“Are we able to send a private message to these users? Is there such a
functionality?” asked Scarlet.

“Yeah, if they have allowed for it,” responded Julio. ”Let’s check.” He
opened the user’s profiles and looked for the functionality. “catThatRules-
TheInternet has allowed for it, but askingForAFriend29 has not. What do we
want to say to this person?”

“Perhaps that we are experiencing the same thing from an area near by.
We are near Dante’s house after all, right?”

“Yes, it is two blocks from out Airbnb,” mentioned Kate, pointing at a
dot on a map. ”Ask them if they have any more information. Perhaps ask-
ingForAFriend29 tried to contact them directly and only disabled messaging
later on.”

Julio nodded and began typing a message. Once he was done, the group
decided to resume their holiday and visit Dante’s house prior to a traditional
dinner.

* * *

An hour into their meal Julio took his cellphone out of his pocket. “catTha-
tRulesTheInternet has responded!”

“What did they say?” asked David

Julio read the message aloud “Hi, meet me at the Galileo Museum, in front
of the Horary quadrant at 09:17 tomorrow if you want to know more. I will
have earrings with cats on.”

The group remained silent for two minutes, thinking about the message
that was sent to them.

“Ok, so I guess we are going to that museum tomorrow,” said Scarlet.
”Anyone know what this quadrant looks like?”

“Well, I know that it has a compass on it. I read about it in some article a
few weeks ago. Here,” said Kate, handing over her cellphone with a photograph
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of it. The photograph was passed around the table. “What I find odd is the
very specific time, 09:17”

“It’s either a typo or it was purposely odd to not raise suspicion when we
bump into catThatRulesTheInternet,” reasoned Victor.

“We should mention that there are six of us. Otherwise this person might
be weary to approach so many people, especially if they might overhear a con-
versation that catThatRulesTheInternet already didn’t want to have online,”
said Brendon.

The others nodded in agreement and came up with an appropriate response
before continuing the dinner.

* * *

On the next day all six friends walked towards the museum. At 09:14 a woman
with tied up brown hair and large earrings walked into the exibition room,
examining the various exhibits with high interest.

“I keep falling in love in this country,” said Victor to the group, while
looking at the mysterious woman.

“Victor behave yourself,” whispered Scarlet with a brief giggle. ”That may
be the person that is meeting us.”

“That is catThatRulesTheInternet. Look at the earrings, they are so cool!”
said Brendon, struggling to hold in his excitement.

All six of them began looking at the woman, trying to identify whether the
earrings were cats or red pandas.

The woman walked towards them, uncomfortably,“you could all try to be
less obvious about this. I would have approached you at the given time,” she
said annoyed.

“To be fair, you asked us to identify you by a very small object. I still can’t
see if those are cats,” said Scarlet straining her eyes.

“Fair enough,” she paused briefly. ’“My name is Maria, I am a historian
currently working in this museum. Let’s go to the preservations office down-
stairs, my colleagues are on vacation, so it is rather private these days.”

The group introduced themselves and followed Maria to the office.

“I apologise for the strange meeting, you’ll understand its purpose in a
moment. Could you describe what you experienced please?” asked Maria.
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The friends were a bit shocked at Maria jumping straight to the point, but
soon recovered and took turns at describing what they had seen, investigated
and found online. At each point Maria nodded in understanding.

“That all sounds consistent with my experience,” started Maria.“I managed
to speak to askingForAFriend29, in fact I met him three weeks ago. We became
a team and began researching what we had experienced. We had noticed a
pattern in the strong magnetic field being present whenever we saw a strange
landscape in the area. At first we considered that whatever was causing the
magnetic field fluctuations was also responsible for the mirages (that’s what we
started calling them, for lack of a better word). This assumption lead us to a
dead end, so we decided to change our hypothesis and consider the possibility
of the magnetic fields causing the mirages. There is no research pointing to
consistent strong magnetic fields having any effect on human vision. However,
we know that they can have an effect on machines.”

At this point Scarlet interrupted with a chortle, “so what, are we machines
now?”

“Not quite,” smiled Maria, “but we are something more likely to our cen-
tury, Cyborgs. You see, we started experimenting with various small but strong
magnets in different parts of our body. We would sit in areas where we didn’t
see the mirages and place the small magnets on our bodies. Eventually we no-
ticed that placing the magnet behind our right ear triggered the mirages every
time.”

“Are you saying that there is some sort of machine connected to us and it
is currently behind our right ears?” asked David as Maria gave time for the
information to sink in.

“Yes, that is exactly what I am saying. However, that’s not the worst part.
Messing with this machine is changing what we see, so our first question was of
course whether anything that we see is real. Is the mirage real or is something
completely different reality? We couldn’t trust anyone as they might be part
of this plot to hide or augment reality from humanity. After all, we also didn’t
know if only a few of us are fitted with such a device or if everyone is. We
cleared this question quite quickly once we removed the devices.”

“Wait, are you seeing something different to us right now?” asked Kate.

“You are seeing a museum with old tools of physics, mathematics and as-
tronomy, correct?” asked Maria

“Yes,” they all shouted

“I see the same but within a sand filled room, with broken doors and no
windows. I asked you to meet me by the Horary quadrant because it is the
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only object in this building that is available in both versions of the world. It
seems that objects with magnets make it from the real world to the augmented
world, regardless of how old they are,” Maria paused for a moment as she took
a sip of water and waited for any questions. The friends were speechless. As
no questions were asked, she continued, “nonetheless, I know a surgeon whom
I asked to help us remove the devices without damaging ourselves. This is why
I can see the real, desolate and dried up world that we actually live in, and
experience what we have done to our planet.” Her expression had changed from
calm to anger.

“Is the whole planet a... desert?” asked Victor wearily.

“As far as I can see yes. I have been travelling in the past five days around
Europe to determine where the desert ends. I have not found any land so far
that is not dried up. Additionally, the coastal cities that I visited are no longer
above oceanic water. askingForAFriend29 took a flight to Laos and has been
travelling around south east Asia for the same period. We have been com-
municating in very basic terms, sending code words instead of comprehensive
sentences, but so far it seems that Asia has become a desert too.”

“What is the cause of this? Global warming?” asked David.

“That’s what we assume. Unfortunately we have not been able to speak
to anyone that is involved in the maintenance of this augmented system, and
therefore have no inside information.”

“And this surgeon that you used, are they out of the system too?” asked
Julio
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“No, he said that he is too old to have to experience a new world. I can
put you in contact with him if you want him to remove the implant though.
He removed ours without complaint and he will gladly help you if I refer you.”

“Do you get a referral bonus?” teased David, but the lack of response lead
him to say, ”too soon?”. A few of the people in the room smiled awkwardly
and nodded. “One thing that I don’t understand,” he continued, “is how you
are so sure that you are out of the system”

“What do you mean?” asked Maria.

Kate interjected, “He’s got a point, if there is a system in all of our heads
controlling what we see, how do you know that it is not controlling you into
seeing this desert and avoiding something worse.”

“Or surveilling you” added Julio.

Maria was slightly agitated, “because we removed the implants, the surgeon
showed them to us.”

“The surgeon is still part of the system, he could have just showed you some
spares,” Scarlet joined, agreeing with the others.

“We can philosophise all day if you want, but all I am trying to do is help
you,” snapped Maria. “You can go to this surgeon and remove the implant or
you can remain with the implant. It is your choice. I guess you could try to
remove it yourselves but who knows what it is connected to and what you will
damage on the way.”

“We’ll need to test this theory with some magnets. Could you provide
us with a safe way of contacting the surgeon should we decide to try such a
procedure?” asked Brendon.

Maria breathed deeply to calm herself, “Of course, this is his address. Leave
a letter in his mail box saying We have found Muad’Dib and ring his door bell.
He will know what you mean and will expect you the next day at 10:00”. She
handed him a business card.

The friends thanked Maria and stayed for a cup of tea and coffee, getting
to know Maria a little better. Once ready, they wished Maria luck with her
further research and exchanged contact details to keep each other updated.

As they walked away they began discussing the events among themselves.

“That was a strange conversation. How do we even know what to believe
in it, if anything?” Scarlet started

“Well, it is pretty consistent with parts of our experience,” said Victor,
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”and what benefit does she gain in lying to us about this?”

“Trolling?” suggested Julio with a shrug.

“The best way for us to validate this, at least partially, is to do the magnet
experiments with the back of our ears,” suggested Scarlet jumping over a puddle
and wondering how real it was.

David pointed to a building on their right, “According to the map there is a
hardware store behind that building. Probably a good place to get magnets.”

They entered the hardware store in search for a magnet, but were greeted
by a variety of different magnet types and sized. After reading the descriptions
they realised that there were only four types of magnets, and the overwhelming
amount on the shelves was a result of different sizes and shapes. They selected
one of each type of magnet, each slightly larger than a fingertip and paid. They
then proceeded to walk in the direction of their Airbnb.

As they approached the apartment, Victor stopped walking and pointed
to a rooftop restaurant two buildings away from them, “We should probably
try this experiment from there, as we need a location without the magnetic
disruption”

“Good idea,” said Scarlet. ”That restaurant should have a similar view of
the cathedral to our apartment”

They walked into the restaurant and asked for a seat next to the window.

“We don’t currently have a seat by the window, but we could seat you in
the table next to that painting over there,” said a waiter pointing towards one
of the walls of the restaurant.

“Not today, we really want a window seat,” said Brendon. “Could we wait
for one? Those people over there seem to have been looking around to ask for
the bill since we arrived.”

The waiter turned to look at the windowside table and caught the glance
of a bothered customer who signalled for the bill. He nodded at the client
in understanding and turned to the friends, “I guess you may take that table
then,” he smiled and walked towards the cash register to prepare the requested
item.

As the friends sat at the table they all looked towards the cathedral.

“Ok, this is good, I don’t see it,” said Scarlet.

A chorus of ‘me neither’ from the others responded to her statement.
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“Don’t see what Ladies and Gents?” asked the waiter, “perhaps I can help
you find the sight you wish to have a view of. This restaurant has one of the
best views in the city. You see, there is the cathedral and there-”

“That won’t be necessary, we can see the important sights. It’s a great view
thank you,” said Victor. “Could you please bring me a green tea”

The waiter nodded and took down the orders for the rest of the group.
Once he had returned with the drinks and left to help another table, David
took out the magnets. “OK, let’s do this.”

The group circulated the first magnet and concluded that it had no effect
on any of them. They tried behind both ears in case Maria was referring to
‘her other right’. The second magnet had no effect either. Scarlet placed the
third magnet behind her right ear and exclaimed “I see it! This is the magnet”.
Like the previous magnets, this one was passed around the group for everyone
to try. The reaction of each individual was the same, they could all see the
mirages (as Maria had called it) by placing the magnet behind their right ear.

“Ok, so this confirms that part of the story. Now we need to decide what
to do about it,” said Julio.

“We could try by looking at this surgeon’s ratings online, though I doubt
that ’removed my super secret reality changing cyborg brain’ would be part
of the comments,” suggested Scarlet beginning a search on her phone. “4.8
rating, pretty good I would say, but I am very particular about the doctors
that I use.”

Brendon stared at the surgeon’s details, “unfortunately you are currently
in another country and require a rather unconventional procedure.”

“We could try to book a checkup and see what vibe he gives us,” suggested
Victor.

“It only says surgeon, I don’t think that he does checkups,” responded
Scarlet scrolling through the website.

David was splitting a pancake with the knife in the wrong hand, “we could
just do the note thing, visit the surgeon and only do the procedure after having
a conversation with him”.

The group sat in silence while eating their respective orders, thinking about
their options.

Kate broke the silence, “there is no riskless option. We either take the risk
of removing this tool of deceit or we live the rest of our lives knowing that
nothing we experience is real and nothing we achieve is of any consequence.”
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This led to an hour long discussion regarding the varying risks involved,
the trust in the new reality and the impact such a change would have on one’s
identity. The group concluded to visit the surgeon the next day and prepared
the note saying We have found Muad’Dib on a napkin. They paid their bill
and took a bus to the address on the surgeon’s business card. Once there,
they followed Maria’s instructions, placing the napkin in the post box, ringing
the bell and leaving the address. They spent the rest of the evening further
exploring the town, wondering what the incredible buildings looked like behind
their augmented curtains.

* * *

The next morning the group made their way to the surgeon’s address once more,
contemplating whether he had seen the napkin and understood its meaning.
Once at the address, they were welcomed by a young man who opened the door
as they approached the porch.

“Good morning,” he smiled, “It seems that we need a better system to
make appointments. We were unaware that there are six of you.”

“Is that a problem?” asked David

“No of course not. Please come in. My father will join us in a minute.
My name is Rob, I am Dr Garcia’s son,” he extended a hand, an action that
was followed by a circle of introductions by the friends. Once all introductions
were complete, Rob lead the friends into the house and offered beverages. Teas
and coffees made their way to the table around which everyone sat. Rob also
opened a box of cookies and placed it in the middle of the table. Once everyone
was settled, Dr Garcia joined and introduced himself to the group.

“I take it that you were sent to me by Maria,” said Dr Garcia. The group
nodded quietly in response allowing him to continue the conversation. “Have
you done the magnet experiment?” Another nod. “What do you know about
the implant?”

“Not much,” answered Victor. “We know what Maria told us and are here
to find out more.”

“I see,” interjected Rob, pausing to eat one of the cookies, ”I guess this is
where I come in and tell my story. I found out about the implant two years ago,
while travelling for an expedition to the North Pole (I am a marine biologist
by profession). We thought that we had gotten lost during the expedition.
According to our maps we had reached the North Pole, but there was no ice.
We were surrounded by only water, yet our compasses were erradic. We spent
many hours looking for the right directions, but all our tools indicated that
we had reached our destination. Eventually we turned around, hoping that we
would at least find our way back, and we did. Surprisingly, we had found our
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way back with the same tools.

“When we reached shore we investigated our data and there was no indi-
cation that we had been lost. We furthered our research by searching for new
articles stating any drastic changes in the North Pole, but found nothing. ”
He took a sip of his tea and continued telling his story. ”Two days after our
return we set sail for the same expedition. This time I paid particularly close
attention to our tools to ensure that we didn’t get lost again. A few days in,
once we were closer, I began using the binoculars to see whether we could see
any trace of ice ahead as there had been no fragments in the water so far.
I was reassured when I saw the icy surroundings through the binoculars and
continued monitoring the tools for the remainder of the journey.

“One of the tools that we used was a compass, and at some point during
the journey it began acting erratically once more. This was to be expected,
as we were moving towards the North Pole. At this point I decided to look
through the binoculars again, as we should have reached the ice that I had seen
earlier that day. To my surprise, even with the binoculars, there was no ice to
be seen. We seemed to be in the same situation as before.

“The mood on the ship was not a good one, the crew was behaving almost
as erratically as the compass. None of this made any sense, and the team knew
it. We all had a discussion once everyone was calmer and decided to go back
and see if we could find a location where we can see the ice again. This led
to two days of experimentation, through which we saw the correlation between
the magnetic field and ice being seen. We still, however, had no answer for
why this was the case. We sent some marine robots underwater to explore the
ecosystem below us, but it seemed that the types of creatures we encountered
were appropriate to the scenery that we were experiencing, rather than the
cold scenery that we expected to see.

“Unfortunately, the expedition’s funding was limited. Additionally, we had
failed to do our study because we had never reached the expected ecosystem.
Therefore, we had to go back to shore, disappointed, with no understanding of
what had happened.

“I continued my research on shore, but given that I was no longer in the
environment where the experiment could be reproduced it took some time to
find out about the implant. A few months had passed since the expedition and
just as I was losing hope of finding out what had happened I experienced the
mirage in Florence. This is when I started to suspect that there was something
affecting my brain. I decided that I needed to discuss this with someone that
knows the organ in question, and who better than my brain surgeon father?”

As if on a theatrical queue, Dr Garcia stepped in to add to the story, “Rob
came to me and asked me for an some sort of brain scan, explaining what he
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suspected. I must admit, I was a bit worried about my son at this point. He had
suddenly come back from a failed expedition, worked incredibly hard on some
post-expedition research and concluded that there is something controlling his
brain. But as his father it is my responsibility to believe him unless otherwise
proven.

“We decided that a CT scan would be the best option as one of the theories
being considered was an implant. The CT scan showed the implant, but only
because we knew what we wanted to look for. The next step was to inspect
the implant itself and try to take it out. This led to me having to perform
an opening behind Rob’s ear to take a look. Unfortunately, when I opened up
and looked at the implant I saw that it was impossible to remove without any
damage to the brain.”

Rob picked up the rest of the story following a glance from his father, “so
the next best thing was to try to see if we could turn it off instead. This was
difficult as my father is not very tech savvy, and I was the one with the head
cut open. I decided to then call a trusted friend with an electrical engineering
and IOT background. Sara, my friend, wasn’t convinced when we told her the
story, but she gave me the benefit of a doubt and decided to help us.

“She came to us the next day and I was once again under the microscope,
so to speak. My father performed the opening again and Sara spent some
time looking at the device. It was difficult as it was still connected to me and
therefore not convenient to inspect. After an hour of inspections she found a
small button on the bottom of the implant. There was no way for us to know
what it would do, so they closed me up and waited for me to wake up to discuss
the finding. When I did, she mentioned that the device is very self contained
and there isn’t much that she can know about it without opening it up. She
described the button and reasoned that, considering it is the only button, it
should be the off switch. I agreed to them pressing the button and subjected
myself to a third surgery the next day.

“When I woke up for the from the last surgery my surroundings were all
different. My father stood in front of me with a small mechanism in a plate.
It took some time for me to adjust to what I was seeing, but I knew it had
worked as I could see the things that I had seen in the mirages in Florence.

“It turns out that the button had detatched a part of the implant. Sara and
I then spent a few days analysing the component, during which she concluded
that the component was a storage unit. Our assumption is that this storage
unit holds the data for the augmented reality. The other piece directly attached
to our visual cortex must therefore contain the executable.”

Silence flooded the room. Everyone remained in their seats, their gazes
fixed on some distant point as though looking for the alternative reality that
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had been there all along.

Scarlet’s voice pierced through the silence, waking the others from their
trance, “what happened after that? Did you tell other people?”

“I tried telling some of my close friends,” responded Rob, “but they laughed
it off thinking that I had had too many beers that night. I kept trying, but
no one understood or believed me. My frustration eventually lead me to drive
some important people in my life away. I took some time, but I realised that
only experience could change people’s minds. I considered placing magnets
behind friend’s ears by surprise, but how could I force such a radical change
into the life of someone I care about? I couldn’t convince myself to do that.”

“What about your colleagues form the expedition?”

“They have been on a new expedition since we discovered this with no way
for me to contact them”

“And Maria? How did she find you?”

“Maria is my cousin. She phoned me when she decided to try the mag-
net experiment in order to find out if I knew where to buy different types of
magnets. She often calls me for such questions, as I enjoy building gadgets.
This time she didn’t say what she needed the magnets for, but I could hear
the anxiety in her voice. I offered to take her to the hardware shop, but she
declined saying that she needed to spend some time at the store and didn’t
want to bother me (even though I insisted that it was not a bother). Failing
to accompany her, I gave her the address of the hardware shop closest to me
and waited for her to come out. I ensured that I was not visible and followed
her. I know, an invasion of her privacy, blah blah blah” Rob waved his hands
around” but I was desperate for someone who understood. Either way, back
to the story. She had come with a friend. They walked up a hill and sat on a
staircase with a wide view of the city. Here, they began to place the magnets
that they had bought on various areas of their bodies, looking into the distance
as they did so. They undoubtedly were trying to see the desert. It made sense,
a strong enough magnet in the right place would affect a storage unit that
relied on magnetism. And who knows how long humanity has been fooled by
these implants.”

“So you approached them and told them everything I imagine,” interrupted
Julio.

“Unfortunately I couldn’t approach them, as they would know that I had
been following them, so I went home. I waited for a day to see if she would
call, but she didn’t. I guess she thought that they were alone in this.”

“What changed her mind?” asked Brendon.
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“I decided to send her a text message. It took some time for me to figure
out what to send, but I eventually decided to be as direct as I could be and
send ’If the magnets were to see the desert come to my place’. Two hours later
she was knocking on this door. We told her what we have told you here today,
which eventually lead to her request for the surgery.”

“What happened to your friend Sara? Did she also get the surgery done?”
asked David, remembering that there were other people aware of the implant
whose story had not been completed.

“Yes, she did.” As though reading David’s mind, he added, “so far everyone
that has been aware of the implant has had the storage unit removed, except
my father. Maria devised the system for people to get in touch with us for the
surgery and so far we have removed eleven implants.”

“Dr. Garcia, why have you decided to keep it?”

Dr Garcia moved his lips away from the cup that he had just taken a sip
of coffee from, “I am too old to adapt to a new world. This augmented world
works well enough for me. Actual reality sounds desolate, dry and empty.
There is nothing for me there.”

“Could we see the storage unit?” asked Kate, slightly worried that the
Garcias may interpret this as a requirement of physical proof.

“Of course. We only have nine of them as two of the people asked to keep
theirs for further research.” He opened a draw and pulled a small chocolate
box out of it. Inside the box lay eight devices, each slightly larger than a
fingertip, and one small circuit board. “The ninth is the one that we opened
up to inspect further. It is the one that was in my head.”

The devices were passed around the table and inspected by the friends.

“So what does the surgery involve?” asked Victor while still inspecting one
of the units.

Dr. Garcia felt that this was his queue to speak, “the surgery involves
some very mild anaesthesia, followed by making an opening behind your ear. I
carefully pull the device as far out of the head as possible and Rob presses the
detatchment button. Lastly I sew you up and you wake up within a couple of
hours.”

“I imagine that you wouldn’t be able to do all of ours in one day,” said
Victor questioningly.

“No, for safety reasons I will not do more than two surgeries in a day.
Therefore it would take three days if you all want the device removed.”
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“And what is the cost?” asked Julio. He was an accountant after all.

“We only ask for help with understanding what happened,” mentioned Rob.
”Keep in touch in some way and help us raise awareness as well as gather more
information.”

“Is that all?”

“I can assure you that it is no easy task.”

The friends looked at each other, each trying to read the other’s expression
for a clue on whether they would choose to do the surgery or not. Rob, noticing
this phenomenon added , “you should probably sleep on this decision and
discuss it among yourselves on a fresh day. It is not something that you need
to decide immediately. Should any of you choose to go for the surgery you
can place a note like you did saying ’We will follow Walter, draw the X ’ and
replace X with the number of people who will undertake the procedure.”

“And don’t eat or drink anything after midnight right before the surgery,”
Dr. Garcia sneaked in with a smile.

“It’s quite late, we should probably listen to Rob’s advice and go sleep on
this,” said Brendon.

The others nodded in agreement before beginning the farewell rituals. Once
outside the house they caught a bus back to their Airbnb, struggling with not
being able to discuss the turn of events in a public space.

When they reached the house, they agreed to refrain from discussing their
encounter and let sleep pave a route in their minds towards a final decision.

* * *

The next morning was a chaotic one. The friends’ voices tangled among them-
selves, like puppies rushing for their milk. David waited for the conversation
to calm down while cooking breakfast. Once the food was ready, however,
he embraced the chaos by joining the discussion, which continued for another
hour. In the end the decision was clear. They all agreed to go through the
procedure and informed Dr. Garcia via the requested note.

* * *

David and Victor were the first of the group to go through the surgery, as
the others were to return the next day. David woke himself up with a pair of
sneezes. Disoriented, he first looked at Kate, as if trying to recall why he was
asleep in the first place. The look of confusion lasted no more than a minute,
which was followed by his gaze moving towards the wall behind Kate. The new
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expression invading his face was that of serene shock, like he was content at
the absurdity of the situation.

“How are you feeling?” asked Kate

“Good. No pain, just, wow...” he said, still caresing the environment with
his eyes.

“Is it very different?”

“Not too different from Namibia with regards to the sand and desolation.
But with the density of an european city.”

“At least we won’t have to deal with a grey Berlin,” joked Kate with a
smile. ”Who makes an augmented reality so rainy!”

He smiled, “how is Victor doing?”

“Still asleep, can’t you hear the snoring?” said Julio, bringing a glass of
water.

David thanked him as he took it and downed the water, after all he had
not had any liquids in preparation for the surgery. They waited for Victor
to awaken and discussed the experience that the others would endure in the
following days.

* * *

The implantless group had been exploring Europe for two weeks trying to
find answers. They had decided to explore east, reaching beyond the Balkans.
Everything that they had seen so far was either desert, sea water or bare rock.

The desert had lost its silent beauty, a beauty which was now enveloped
in pure dread. They had often wondered, during those two weeks, whether it
would have just been better to remain blissfully ignorant of this reality. After
all, there was nothing that they could do to fix the state of the planet.

“What is the point of us exploring more?” said Scarlet disappointingly,
as they all contemplated reality on a dune overlooking what had once been
Sozopol, ”it is clear that everything is in this state.”

Kate tried, unsuccessfully, to lift her mood by joking, ”well I never thought
that I would be able to call the Black Sea more than a big lake, but look at
that, it’s almost sea-like now.”

“The best we can do is understand what happened and support others like
us,” said Julio.
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“We should also document everything that we find out,” Victor began, ”who
knows, perhaps one day the planet is fixed through some sort of terraforming
and future idiots can learn from these mistakes.”

They remained silent, contemplating the possibility of that ever happening.
Hoping for an unlikely future and hopeless about the likely present.

“Is that...” David struggled to put the sentence together, ”a blooming
tree?”

Confused, the others looked in the same direction as David, but by the
time they turned David spoke again, “It’s gone. I must just be tired and
hallucinating. It’s quite hot, could I grab some water?”

“Are hallucinations a likely conclusion given the past few weeks?” asked
Brendon.

“He’s right. We’ve literally altered our reality recently,” said Scarlet, ”these
implants are still in there.”

“Are you suggesting that I just experienced some sort of glitch?” asked
David

”Yes.”

“The compass is not doing anything strange though,” Victor interrupted.

“A glitch would imply that this too isn’t reality,” continued David, “but
the magnet behaving normally doesn’t match the rest of our experiences.”

“How do we know that this thing isn’t still functioning and messing with
what we see in the compass?” exclaimed Scarlet anxiously.

“Let’s be a bit more scientific about this, shall we? We need more samples.
If someone else experiences the same during the course our our exploration then
we can hypothesise about the implant still being active and try to recreate the
new mirages. However, currently, I am really tired and could easily think that
you yourself are a tree.”

After a few minutes of calming down, they all agreed to be aware of any-
thing that may be considered a ‘glitch’ in this reality in the remainder of their
indefinite journey together. After all, Scarlet’s concern was a realistic one, even
if the word ’realistic’ had lost most of its meaning by this point in time.

* * *

The friends travelled the world together for many more years finding others
like them, and documenting what they had learned. They kept in close com-
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munication with Rob and Maria, sharing knowledge with one another in the
hope of one day finding an actionable result from their research.

Upon every departure they all turned back in the hope that the blooming
tree would return, and with it a greener planet.


