
  
    [image: Moscow 2486]
  


  
    
      Moscow 2486

    

    
      
        Mats Vederhus

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Last chapter

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 Mats Vederhus

      Layout design and Copyright © 2026 by Next Chapter

      Published 2026 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by Jaylord Bonnit

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      To Johan and Greta Vederhus—thanks for everything.

      And to Kseniya—the heart of Moscow

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Death is perhaps the greatest of all human blessings.

        - Socrates

      

      

      JANUARY 1, 2471—DMITRY BONDARENKO

      I’ll never forget the night I died. It was the night the snow began to fall.

      As far back as I could remember—probably all my life—Moscow’s winters consisted of rain, fog, and clear skies. But never snow. Snow was something you saw in pictures of the French Alps or heard grandparents talk about in stories of the old days.

      But when I woke up in my bed, white crystals covered everything outside the window: the swings, the worn trampolines, the bushes, the hollow streets. Still, it wasn’t what caught my attention.

      What had awakened me? A smell of… smoke?

      An inferno of flames met me as I opened the door to the hallway. The heat was so strong that I had goose bumps, and sweat dripped from my forehead. I turned and looked at the black double bed from IKEA—Angelina wasn’t there. Then I remembered—she was lying on a couch in the living room.

      She had left the bedroom in an inferno of unspoken fury that could melt all the snow throughout Moscow. I had answered her with self-glorified anger.

      As I walked out into the hallway and discovered that the flames were already licking against the door to the nursery, I moved in that direction.

      I opened the door and discovered, to my relief, that the flames hadn’t reached the cot. However, the room was full of smoke. I coughed and hurried to the bed. Then I lifted my daughter out before taking her in my arms and continuing out into the hallway. As I walked past the front door, I knocked hard on it. There was no answer.

      Shit. DAMN!

      My heart hammered like a runaway dryer as I ran to the end of the hallway, watching the burning stairs in front of me. I squeezed my daughter even closer to my chest before taking an unsteady step down the upper staircase.
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      “Dmitry! Dmitry! Come down right now!”

      “But Mom, I’m just going to finish!”

      “No more stalling! We have to go! Do you want Dad to come up and get you?”

      I ran down the stairs. Mom was standing there surrounded by suitcases, looking at me with her piercing blue eyes. She had folded arms, as she always did when she was impatient or angry. Her black hair was tied in a tight bun, which emphasized the pointed contours of her face.

      “I don’t want to leave, Mom. All my friends are here. I don’t know anyone in Russia except Cousin Igor and Aunt Anna.”

      She leaned down to me and looked at me. Her eyes looked less angry now, but she remained serious.

      “I’ve been trying to explain to you why, Dmitry. Look at the windows.”

      I turned to look.

      The windows were tagged with a red, white, and blue flag—the flag of Russia—covered by a large red X. Underneath it was inscribed the text “Кляті росіяни — геть звідси”—damn Russians, go away.

      I stared again.

      But I couldn’t understand hatred. It was a feeling that still seemed distant, enigmatic, incomprehensible to me.

      “Someone’s just playing with us, Mom.”

      She shook her head.

      “No, they’re not. Russia has annexed Crimea again. It has been ours for hundreds of years. And right now there is a war in the area. Your father has been… threatened because he’s from Russia. That’s why we have to go back there. It’s not just about the tagging on the windows, Dmitry. He has also received scary emails. Anonymous emails. We are no longer safe here. But look at the positive: we get to live with Grandma and Grandpa. You’re sure to make new friends in Russia, even though it may not look like it now.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Reluctantly, I trudged back upstairs with my head hanging. I packed up my PlayStation 11x and took my last things down the stairs with me. Just as I went down the last step, I heard the sound of broken glass. I couldn’t make out what was happening, but I felt glass shards strike me as flames spread in front of me. It seemed to me that Mother had caught fire—she was surrounded by a wall of flames. But then she ran through the flames toward me, bent down, and held me tight. She’d never hugged me so hard before.

      Suddenly, we heard gunshots outside, followed by screams. Seconds later, the front door was opened, and Dad stuck his head in.

      I’d never seen him like this before—his brown, usually kind eyes had caught a glimmer of madness. He was a terrified stallion fleeing at full speed.

      “I shot them. Now will you bring the damn kid so we can get away from here, for fuck’s sake,” he said.

      Mom merely nodded, picked up two suitcases, and gave me a look that said, “You better come, or we’ll die.”

      That night I learned what hatred is.
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      As I reached the first floor safely, I heard a sound reminiscent of thunder behind me. I didn’t dare look behind me, but my heart sank as I realized that Angelina might be trapped behind me. When I walked out the front door, I was greeted by what had already become a small sea of people outside.
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      Blue lights and sirens cut like a knife into the pitch darkness that surrounded Clinical Hospital No. 1 on Leninsky Avenue. The weather forecast that night confirmed what everyone already knew: it was the coldest month of January since before the poles had melted over a hundred years ago. The snow lay like a gray-and-white blanket of cotton over all the buildings that constituted the hospital. It swirled up like a snowstorm as an ambulance landed on the platform outside the main building, shaped like a Greek temple.

      The ambulance was barely visible through the snow and was almost four meters long. It had foldable wings and landing wheels that lifted it half a meter up from the ground. Medical workers were dressed from head to toe in white clothes with lace fur. They opened the back doors and pushed two stretchers out into the air when the ambulance had settled down. Their breath clouded as they rolled the stretchers through the −26°C cold, around the main building and into the heat.

      No sooner had the two bodies been taken into the operating room than the night’s the darkness was abruptly broken by blue lights and sirens. This time, from a police car that landed just behind the ambulance, so close that it seemed as if the driver was trying to crash intentionally.

      The car resembled an elongated triangle. This one was also equipped with folding wings. It had numerous scratches in the varnish and uneven areas, and soot covered much of the metal-gray surface.

      As the doors rose, the ambulance driver came out to scold the police car’s driver. Yet the driver just ran right around the main building as if nothing had happened. He was dressed in a black leather jacket and trousers. His face was oblong, he had blue eyes and grayish-white hair.

      As he entered the main building, he stopped. Then he looked around for a moment with a gaze that said, “Where the hell are they?” He hadn’t even finished looking around when a brunette with a small underbite and a dazzling smile said to him:

      “They were taken right into the operating room. Are you next of kin?” she asked.

      “The boss—and next of kin. I understood from the firefighters that his wife was dead,” he replied.

      “I can’t comment on that. But you can sit here in the reception area and wait,” she said.

      The man let out an annoyed growl and sat down on a white couch next to a white wall in front of a glass table. No sooner had he sat down than he picked up a small piece of jewelry shaped like a cross from behind his shirt. He held it up in front of him and said, “Siri, call the District Court.”

      “Moscow’s District Court, what can I…” asked the voice at the other end.

      “Put a judge on the line, right this instant,” he said.

      “Sir… whoever you are, do you realize it is past six? Everyone is on their way home,” the voice said.

      “I don’t fucking care! Listen, a man’s life could be at stake. I need you to find a judge and have him or her send a digitally signed email to Moscow’s police right away,” he said.

      “And what’s in it?” the voice asked.

      “A message stating that Investigator Dmitry Bondarenko’s mind can be digitally copied before brain death occurs and stored on the Moscow Police District’s computer systems. This is about the security of the people of Moscow and the reputation of the entire police agency. Do you understand?” he asked.

      “It… I’ll see what I can do,” the voice said.

      “Just do it! Preferably yesterday,” he said.

      Police Chief Ivan Ryasninsky ended the conversation and put his head in his hands.

      Fifteen minutes later, Siri’s calm, matter-of-fact, and friendly voice could be heard from the jewelry phone.

      “You have a new email!”

      “Thanks, Siri!”

      “You’re welcome!”

      Ivan Ryasninsky ran to the brunette at the other end of the room.

      “Hey, you! I need to talk to the doctor in charge of Dmitry Bondarenko,” he said.

      “He’s probably busy now. But I can possibly get one of the nurses to give him a message. Is it urgent?” she asked.

      “Fuck yes, it’s urgent! I have a court order,” he said.

      The brunette blinked a few times and looked up at him.

      “Message sent,” she said.

      “Are you… bionic?” he asked.

      “Does it surprise you?” she asked.

      “You just… seemed so human,” he stuttered.

      “That’s the point,” she replied nonchalantly.

      Ivan went back and sat down on the couch. Soon, a dark-haired woman emerged through a pair of glass doors and walked straight to him. She was dressed in green clothes and wore a face mask and disposable gloves. A pair of dark blue eyes stared at him curiously.

      “Hi! Is he… alive?” he asked.

      “For now,” she replied.

      “You have to copy his mind and send the copy to the Moscow police. I have a court order,” he said.

      He pulled out a pair of black sunglasses from his leather jacket.

      “It’s not necessary to see it. I can just copy the order if you give me your cellphone,” she said.

      Ivan reluctantly loosened the jewelry around his neck and handed it to her.

      She looked at the cross and blinked a few times.

      “I understand. I’ll take it to the chief surgeon. Was there anything else?” she asked.

      “Yes. Delete all memories. Absolutely everything. Except for the police training. Just keep what is necessary for him to continue in the job,” he said.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked.

      “After what he’s been through? Are you kidding me?” he replied.

      “Okay,” she said, turning and walking.

      “And one more thing,” he said as she was about to step back through the glass doors.

      She turned and stared at him questioningly.

      “He has a diagnosis. Keep it. I suspect it’s the thing that makes him so good at his job,” he said.

      She nodded and disappeared as quickly as she’d appeared.
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        Oh, how wrong we were to think immortality meant never dying.

        - Gerard Way

      

      

      “I’m breaking up with you!”

      The words sounded hollow, as if they came from somewhere far away, from another time. This, in spite of the fact that the one who said them was standing right in front of her and looking sadly into her eyes. Alexander Asiyanov was blond and blue-eyed, a head taller than her, and dressed in a tailored gray suit.

      Had it been anyone else, I might have forgiven them. But he—of all people—how can he stand there and say such a thing? she thought.

      “I need more time for my music,” he said, as if he’d read her mind.

      The little drones that had followed her into the apartment circled around him. They were inches from his face as they made a complete turn to avoid being knocked to the ground by a lightning-fast gesture.

      “And I can no longer stand being filmed every single day I spend with you, no matter when or where,” he said. Tears burst from his eyes.

      She walked over to him with steady steps and hit him with the palm of her hand. My God, it feels like I hit a wall, she thought, looking with astonishment at her hand, which had turned red. Saying nothing, she rushed out of his penthouse apartment as fast as she’d arrived.

      As Anastasia Sokolova’s Mercedes-Maybach 50 landed outside her apartment complex in Arbat, it whirled up a blizzard. It left the pursuing paparazzi behind, all of whom had followed the car for several miles.

      The apartment complex looked like a number of larger and smaller white boxes, inserted with windows, that were mounted on top of each other so that together they formed a kind of oblong white box. On the sides, balconies protruded here and there from the largest boxes, with glass fences. At first glance, I thought it was all reminiscent of something designed by an architect on an acid trip.

      When Anastasia Sokolova stepped out, she immediately started running to avoid her tail catching up with her once more. If she’d turned to look for it, it would have noticed that she had red eyes producing tears—most similar to ice crystals. They ran down her cheeks as if from a glacier.

      The snow crystals that landed in her platinum-blonde hair under a white mink hat made her look like a snow princess.

      “No comment,” she said, almost by instinct, as she opened the front door.

      She waited for the black drones—the size of wasps—that flew after her to come inside. Then she closed the door in the face of an especially intrusive paparazzo equipped with three different cameras.

      “Hi,” the concierge said as he saw her.

      “Hi, Yuri,” she said.

      “Bad night?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said apologetically as she continued up the white marble stairs to her upstairs apartment.

      She unlocked the door by putting her left thumb on the fingerprint reader beside the apartment door. Then she immediately dropped her white Gucci handbag on the floor and continued into the living room.

      There, she went straight to a small bar cabinet shaped like a 17th-century globe. She opened it and poured herself a Martini into a cocktail glass that stood triumphantly alone amid bottles from all over the world. The black drones circled around her like a hungry bear around a jar of honey.

      With the cocktail glass in her hand, she walked across the parquet-floored living room and into the bedroom. There, she sat on her massive double bed that floated inches above the floor.

      She put the glass on the bedside table and put her head in her hands.

      She got up, took the glass in her hand, and walked over to the massive windows in the bedroom. With a hand gesture, the curtains were pulled aside. They’re still there, she thought, pulling the curtains shut with a new gesture.

      Suddenly, the jewelry that hung around her neck vibrated.

      “Alexander Asiyanov is trying to call you, Anastasia!”
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      “OH, Alexander is trying to call!”

      A gasp passed through the gathering of young people who’d gathered at Red Square to look at the live broadcast of Anastasia Sokolova’s life. What used to be a congregation gathered to worship God inside the church now worshipped a hotel heiress and fashion blogger outside it.

      “Do you think she’s going to take it?” said a tormented teenager to the red-haired girl beside him. He gave the finger to an indignant Japanese tourist who tried in vain to take a picture of the Church of Salvation that didn’t contain a bunch of Russian youngsters.

      The girl had just opened her mouth when Anastasia told Siri that she didn’t want to talk to Alexander.

      The congregation sighed loudly and watched as Anastasia stepped away from the window and sat down on the bed. She put the cocktail glass to her mouth and emptied it in a gulp. Behind her came a shadow, creeping from the other end of the room. As she bowed her head forward, a gloved person dressed in black grabbed her from behind.

      Everyone in the church cried out when the picture on the big screen suddenly went black. “We’re sorry—a technical error has occurred.” appeared on the screen in big, white letters.
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      A young trainee sat staring at the screens in front of him in the production room of the production company “Real Life Productions.” The company edited all the footage transmitted to them in real time from the drones that followed Anastasia Sokolova.

      A person dressed in black from head to toe had just assaulted Anastasia Sokolova from behind. The assailant wore a black mask, and the only visible part of the face was a pair of bright blue eyes. The person held Anastasia in a chokehold before using a samurai sword to cut her neck.

      The trainee looked over at the sound mixer as if to confirm that he hadn’t just imagined what had unfolded on the screen. But no, the sound mixer was there too, with a half-open mouth and greasy hair. He seemed as if he was sitting at home, alone, after a prolonged acid trip, witnessing his hockey team score the decisive winning goal in overtime.

      She sank down on the bed before her head rolled onto the floor and her mysterious assailant disappeared as quickly as they had appeared.

      The trainee raised a hand in the air and snapped his fingers to call the producer. Kseniya Orlova was a small lady with black hair in a tight knot, equipped with a low tolerance for nonsense.

      “Yes, Sasha! I can’t now. I’m calling Alexander—he can’t break up with Anastasia now. She’s unstable enough as it is,” she replied bitterly.

      The trainee snapped his fingers a few more times, more intensely now. Ksenia Orlova gave him an annoyed look before she reluctantly began walking toward him.

      “My God, Sasha, this better be good. So—what were you saying? Get it over with!”

      The trainee didn’t respond, just rewound through the last minute of recording and played it for Ksenia. Once the footage had finished playing, she stood stunned for what felt like an eternity before exclaiming:

      “Oh my God! Has this been broadcast?”

      “No, I interrupted the broadcast with a technical error message,” replied the trainee.

      “I have to call a crisis meeting. Do nothing until I say so,” Ksenia said, running out of the production room.

      Fifteen minutes later, the trainee, the producer, the sound mixer, and Anastasia’s manager sat in a meeting room next to the production room. The light from the ceiling stung his eyes, and the trainee had to rub them repeatedly.

      “The broadcast has been paused for almost twenty minutes. We have to make a decision here and now,” Ksenia began.

      “I agree. Her new album will now have to come out posthumously, and it will probably be super popular. But the way she was killed—my God. She was slaughtered. No one deserves to die that way!”

      The trainee shrugged.

      “I agree with you in principle. But the footage—we’ll make millions. I’m afraid I’ll lose my internship if I vote against it,” he said.

      “I’ve looked at the contract in case we ended up in a situation like this. I didn’t understand the legal details, but the overall impression was always clear: she agreed to be filmed twenty-four hours a day. No matter where or in what situation. The only exception was nudity. I vote for it,” Ksenia said.

      “What about you, Oleg?” Ksenia asked, looking at the sound mixer.

      Oleg scratched his beard.

      “As the one with the most experience here, I have to say … that was totally fucking horrible. I am voting against it because I wouldn’t have wanted such a death for my worst enemy,” he said.

      The manager sighed.

      “May God forgive you,” she said, looking at the producer and the trainee.

      “Are you religious? There’s no God in this room,” Ksenia said sarcastically.

      “Alexander! We have to call Alexander. They were married,” exclaimed the trainee.

      “My God, you’re right. But he doesn’t pick up his damn phone. I’ll try one last time,” Ksenia said.

      She picked up a piece of jewelry that hung around her neck, shaped like a moon, and said, “Siri, call Alexander.”

      Over a minute later, he answered the phone.

      “No, Ksenia, I’m not going back to …”

      “Listen, Alexander. Your wife was just murdered. In the most brutal way, I might add. Our drones captured it on film. We need to know if you are for or against releasing it online.”

      The only thing that could be heard in the room when Ksenia had finished was the sound of her persistent breathing and the manager’s thumping heart.

      “So she’s dead? The stupid whore was narcissistic. Let her death be the last thing they see of her,” he said finally.
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        Redemption, n. Deliverance of sinners from the penalty of their sin through their murder of the deity against whom they sinned. The doctrine of Redemption is the fundamental mystery of our holy religions, and whoso believeth in it shall not perish, but have everlasting life in which to try to understand it.

        - Ambrose Bierce

      

      

      OCTOBER 3, 2486 - BLUE

      I have no clear memories of how I came to be. What I remember is that I nurtured a hatred for everyone who was not like me. Because everyone who was not like me seemed to hate me.

      I sat on top of an apartment complex on Kirovogradskaya Street, stewing in my own hatred after breaking out of where I was most likely created—my own private prison from hell. Those who created me there realized that I was too strong and dangerous to ever experience a life of freedom.

      The one who lived here had entered into a sponsorship agreement for the use of my children—my direct successors—as personal servants. In practice, they would become her own personal slaves. The use of slave labor had been banned in most countries—even in the United States—hundreds of years ago. But for people like me, it was obviously okay—we apparently weren’t human enough. Despite the fact that we were stronger, faster, and in many cases smarter than those who created us.

      I ran to the edge of the roof, and in the rain, I saw her enter the apartment complex through the
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