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Fracture







  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




It was a cold July night. Refract had finally done it – offered Kai a path that truly resonated with his true self within. A solution to all of his problems and a grand respite from a lifelong struggle to find meaning in his existence.

He’d stepped outside his apartment to run away from the voices, his own and Link’s. This wasn’t planned.

The icy wind hit him like a blade, slicing through his jacket, but he barely felt it. Under Refract’s grip, his senses were numbed, acting as a shield against the elements. Or perhaps something whispered in his ear, softening the edges of reality, drowning the other sensations, letting him drift where his mind refused to go sober.

His legs were clumsy beneath him, while he dragged himself along the pavement towards the shore.

He kept walking. His boots scuffed against the pavement with each uneven step.

There was something he had to do. It wasn’t part of tonight’s plan, but it had lingered in his mind for a long time.

It had to be tonight.

He didn’t bother locking the door behind him when he left his apartment. Carried nothing other than his jacket out of instinct.

The voices in his head weren’t shouting, but they weren’t gone either. They murmured.

Circling.

Waiting.

Tonight, he would let go of the weight that he had carried for far too long.

The air smelled of salt – clean, sharp and quietly inviting. The beach wasn’t far, just a few streets down, beyond the city’s nighttime buzz.

As he made his way to the beach, he walked past the plaza where the kaleidoscope of the city’s exuberance hit him all at once – the voices of people, the whir of bots and delivery drones, the neon glow of shops and restaurants, the chill of the night and the smell of food in the crisp cold air.

And of course, there were billboards, the signs and the ads – waiting to ignite in the overlay of his vision if he looked towards their triggers a second longer.

Everything impactful. Fighting for his attention. But not tonight. There was something else that had to be done.

And it had to be tonight.

Even in his unadulterated defiance of all the stimuli, a billboard appeared in his vision.

And there he was.

Dario Verrick.

A name familiar to almost everyone in the city of Polaris – whether they liked him or not. As one of the megas, he had to make appearances, and that’s what he was doing through that billboard, which forced its way to Kai – announcing the launch of yet another boon for humanity.

Kai could see him. How could he miss a giant projection right in his own vision? He could hear Dario’s words too, but he was incapable of processing any of it into anything meaningful. He continued to walk, the figure of Dario and his voice fading as he passed the square.

He wasn’t far. Just a few more buildings. The city lights thinned as he walked, receding into dimmer streets, the glow giving way to what waited beyond.

At the last corner, something pulled him short. He stopped. In the darkened window, a figure faced him – still, watchful. His own reflection.

The eyes glimmered with an unusual intensity. Silvery. Ghostly.

A few seconds passed. Kai continued to stare at his own reflection.

That’s not me, he thought.

His resolve stirred – sudden and sharp – snapping him out of it. And just before he moved, he could have sworn his reflection did a fraction of a second before him.

It didn’t matter anymore.

And soon, there he was – at the end of the road, where the pavement simply stopped, giving way to the uneven stretch of the sand. Just beyond, the beach, the sand, the endless black of the ocean and its deafening roar.

Was it fear that gripped him? Or the quiet stillness of acceptance of what he was about to do? Perhaps both. It didn’t matter. The ocean was calling him. Louder than the voices. Louder than the fear.

A sudden gust of wind howled through the emptiness, whipping against his face as if testing his resolve.

He paused at the edge of the pavement and looked at the ocean.

The moon hung above, casting a pale glow across the water.

The waves were massive tonight. Ferocious. Hungry. The tide was high, and the restless waves crashed onto the deserted sand with a growl that pierced the surrounding night.

As he took his first steps on the beach, his legs faltered – the sudden shift in terrain caught him off guard. His knees buckled under his weight. He barely caught himself and continued to trudge forward.

There had been no great tragedy in his life that pushed him to the beach. His life wasn’t unfortunate by any measure. But it had been empty and lonely.

He had survived a long, dull life. Endeavoured time after time to find a purpose, a calling, a sense or rhythm somewhere. But all he ended up with was a worn-down and defeated existence, with no resolutions for his conflicts and no respite from the turmoil within him.

He had struggled long before he got Link, long before he surrendered himself to the world that told him the norms, laid down expectations and offered the answers. Whether anything resonated with his nature or betrayed – in the end, it made no difference. The world simply moved on.

He was what remained behind – a failure.

The wind was ferocious as he stumbled his way further across the sand. The ocean’s breath was stronger. Presence louder and intimidating. Under the moon’s glow, it stretched out before him – endless, swallowing the horizon in shifting silver and shadow.

Kai took another step forward.

Since childhood, he had questions no one could easily answer. Even as the innocence of youth faded, the questions remained – multiplying, deepening. Over time, he ended up harbouring more conflicts within himself, withdrawing into silent wonder. And as he grew, he found himself confined within the walls, shackled by the weight of expectations imposed by the world around him. He carried out things that conflicted with his essence, followed rules he never chose. Obligations filled the space where his curiosity roamed free.

The tide rushed in, reaching for his boots. Indifferent to his presence.

He had tried to blend in; he really did. He forced himself to be normal. Did what society told him. Stopped asking questions that had no answers, that were useless. He followed in the footsteps of admired and accomplished people, sought help, and did uncomfortable things, hoping to change his own temperament. He listened, acted, attended, acknowledged, absorbed and applied. But he couldn’t alter the fabric of conformity to fit him for too long.

He took another step forward, and the water soaked his boots.

Freezing.

Freeing.

Somewhere, buried beneath the howling wind, between the roaring waves and his numbed senses, he heard a voice, distant yet intimate, and persistent.

[Kai…]

He winced. The voice continued, indifferent to his discomfort.

[Kai, it’s a little late to be here, and of course dangerous. The weather forecast shows strong winds at 35 km/h, temperature dropping to 5 degrees Celsius. Visibility is limited. Light rain is approaching within 20 minutes.]

Kai wasn’t paying attention. Finally, he had found a calling too great to waste on a distraction.

[I can see your heart rate is elevated, breathing unsteady. I can detect hesitation in your projected thoughts. You are not as certain as you think you believe.]

After a brief pause, it added. [Can I suggest you leave the water and go somewhere warm? Somewhere you can recover. Do you want me to get you home?]

Kai mumbled something under his breath, but the words didn’t come out.

The voice continued. [Are you aware that …]

Kai had had enough. He pressed his temple as if that would push the voice away. [Just… be quiet. I don’t… want to… hear from you. Let me… be alone.]

There wasn’t any solitude for him even in his seclusion. But neither did he ever feel a sense of belonging, even in the chaos of company around him – not for a long time.

It was never just the loneliness that was unbearable. It was isolation. It was the absence of an anchor for the vessel of his thoughts, amplified in times of distress. It was the feeling of being left out, the sense of belonging to a time that wasn’t meant for him, but even that was assuming there was a right time at all.

He took another step. Deeper into the ocean.

The waves welcomed him, creeping higher, soaking through his trousers. His body felt the intensity of the cold. But his mind was numb, so the elements inflicted suffering on his flesh while he was completely determined to end the ‘bigger suffering’. The suffering. And being lost had become comfortable for him.

As he took further steps with a resolve to put an end to his suffering, his mind tried to flash back to moments of his life, piecing things together, now justifying his decisions. It was the only sane thing left for him to do now.

Everything had become a competition for validation. The vast majority around him lived as if the world revolved around them, and yet they didn’t even put themselves at the centre – they placed others on that throne. Paths shaped not for meaning, but for applause. Beauty followed a template, and everyone crammed to fit in its narrow frame. Whoever couldn’t fit in, found ways around it. Interests weren’t enjoyed; they were displayed and broadcast. Art had long died as an expression of passion; it was reborn as a contest for attention. Nature and its elements became the backdrop for the grandiose expression of self. No one expressed themselves, just spewed the hollow echoes from a range of blended prevailing ideologies.

Love wasn’t personal; it was transactional, for mutual benefit, a performance for spectators. Its pursuit was daunting, devouring the remnants of individuality, and forcing to fix all unconventional flairs.

The water reached his waist now. Each step took tremendous effort. His body was shaking, but he was unsure if it was the cold or the war waging within him. He swayed with the waves, barely able to keep himself upright. The world was tilting, or maybe he was. A wave crashed against his chest. He gasped. His body was screaming to turn back, desperate to survive, and sensed the danger of what he faced.

It wasn’t romance that defeated him. The world berated him. No one cared. No one connected. No one listened. Friendships needed appointments. Work was hauntingly suffocating. And the demons in his own head never ceased to haunt, not even for a moment, whispering doubts, questioning his worth, the point of his existence, laughing at the mockery of what he had done with his life.

Was I ever enough…?

He had tried everything, but the creeping emptiness always somehow outmanoeuvred him, finding new ways to seep in and wear him down bit by bit. Even Link didn’t help, although it temporarily offered him respite from the incessant noises in his head. But it didn’t silence the voices, didn’t resolve the conflicts; it just overlaid them with its own prompts, offers and suggestions.

One of the greatest inventions of his time, possibly one of the most pivotal developments for humanity – intelligence seamlessly embedded inside the mind itself. A digital butler that never stopped offering solutions for his pain.

[Would you like to listen to calming music?] Link asked. [Your stress levels have been higher than average today.]

[There’s a guided breathing exercise that may help.] It suggested, having detected elevated heart rates.

[Would you like me to call someone? You have spent extended periods with no interaction.]

Even when muted, it never stopped working. It recorded, analysed and processed everything – mood, vitals, surroundings, location, time and even shadows of unspoken thoughts – only to seamlessly integrate it in its responses.

[You felt like having a coffee earlier. Would you like recommendations nearby?]

The waves clung to him. His breath became short and uneven.

The wind roared around him, mixing with the crash of waves; it was impossible to tell where one began and the other ended.

He lifted his eyes. Above him, the sky stretched infinite. Even with the moon washing the night in pale light, he could still see stars, flickering at the edges of the darkness.

If I go… any further, there’s… no coming back.

He took another step.

The water surged higher, to his chest, to his shoulder.

Another step.

The water submerged his neck. His mind pulsed with warnings, instincts screaming to turn back. But there was no going back for him. He felt an overwhelming necessity to say something, his last words, as if those words would be the only legacy he left behind.

“If there’s a god,” he murmured, “then I pray this goes well.” 

It didn’t.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Kai stood on the platform, waiting for the train to arrive. The air smelled of fresh coffee.

Back then, Link was still a headline, not a presence under skin.

The train arrived with a surge of air; the doors opened in a smooth, synchronised line along the platform. Kai stepped inside and took a seat by the window. The glass was layered and adaptive, softening the sun’s glare as the city slid past, adjusting its tint and contrast without drawing notice.

Kai was in his mid-30s, standing a little taller than six feet. His build was average, hinting neither a wiry frame nor an indulgence in excess. Skin, a bit tanned, not like someone who spends their days outdoors, but it spoke of time spent in leisure – for exploration or simply being outside. His brown eyes were unassuming at first glance, but inquisitive, as if they were trying to catch the smallest of details in the room.

His hair never followed a pattern. Sometimes it was short, sometimes it had grown long enough to feel untidy – there was no preference beyond comfort. He cut it when it began to bother him and ignored it when it didn’t, letting it shift between lengths without much thought. To someone who saw him sporadically, it would seem like he was always sporting a different hairstyle. His hair texture was coarse, perpetually messed up by the wind. That day, his face was clean-shaven. He treated his beard the same way – left to grow until a special occasion, or until catching his reflection made him reach for the trimmer again.

On the train, Kai drifted into a daydream about how the day would go. He hadn’t seen Jorin for a while, one of the few people from work he got along really well. And of course, there was Rumi, his dearest, and probably only, friend. She was also his co-worker, but Kai had known Rumi since adolescence.

He carried a small notebook with him everywhere he went. A habit he had maintained for as long as he could remember, ever since he learned to write – which was later in his teenage years.

He would often scribble down whatever thoughts crossed his mind, driven by the need to acknowledge them, and the urge to write them. Questions, stray thoughts, doubts, observations of his surroundings, conflicts, paradoxes, anything. Pages filled with half-formed theories, sparks of ideas, things which made him pause and think. Sometimes simple and innocuous, “I should write a book.” Some other times, it was heavier: “If our actions have consequences, then why do so many people walk as if their steps were weightless, indifferent to the ripples, unaware of the impact, oblivious to the reflections of their own actions?”

That day, he had the notebook tucked in the inner pocket of his coat. The papers had already creased and worn because he had thumbed through them so many times. A pen rested neatly beside the notebook. He had used it last night, but he had already forgotten what he had written.

He looked around. Everyone else was silent. Still.

At first glance, it seemed they were doing nothing at all. They were just present, eyes locked onto an unchanging point in space, nothing in particular.

But Kai knew better. They were all using their Links.

It was the subtle movements that gave it away – a faint motion of the lips forming unspoken words, a slight twitch of a finger, a gentle nod of the head. What confirmed his suspicions was the faint iridescent shimmer in their eyes – silver with a shadowed hue, like refracted light trying to decide which colour it wanted to be. It was visible only from certain angles, but unmistakable once seen. The official reports called it the Link Ocular Signature – LOS – a harmless residual effect, said to occur when the Link’s interface stimulated nanofibers in the optic nerve that emitted light during data transmission. But people on the streets called it the Ghostlight.

It wasn’t just the shimmer itself – it was what it did to their faces. From a distance, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. They looked normal: smiling, frowning, working, arguing.

Yet the moment their eyes met the light at a certain angle, something shifted, and broke the illusion of their ordinary appearance. The expressions remained, but essence-less. The gaze held no trace of the person within. It appeared something had sealed off their eyes from the soul that once lived behind them. You could look right at them and feel nothing back – only a faint glow of shifting silver light as if it had bleached the soul that once lived within.

It wasn’t often that Kai was the only one without a Link around him, but it was becoming more frequent. More and more people were choosing to get it embedded in themselves. 

His fingers reached into his coat, brushing against the notebook. Absent-mindedly, he felt the worn pages, and the cool metal of the pen. He pulled them out together.

“How long can I delay it?”

Kai leaned back in his seat, pondering the question he had just written in his notebook. The thought of getting Link lingered in his mind wherever he went – while making purchases, at the workplace, in government offices, watching movies, listening to music, using public transport, at the restaurants, staying at hotels – everywhere, the same question confronted him: Are you a Link user?

Everywhere, he remembered his indecision, as if the entire society collectively worked to nudge him into acceptance.

Sitting on the train, staring at the sea of blank-faced passengers, their eyes focused on something in a different world. Kai recalled the conversation he had with his friend, Rumi.

It had only been a couple of weeks since she had gotten Link, and she was glowing with excitement.

“Kai, I’m telling you. It’s absolute bliss. You don’t know what you’re missing out on.”

She spoke quickly, words tumbling over one another, eager to express her wonder.

“I haven’t held a screen or worn one of those wearables since… well, since I got Link! There’s just no need.”

Kai nodded and smiled during the conversation, trying to match her enthusiasm.

She continued, “It has rewired vision itself. I get directions laid out for me in my vision; notifications cannot be more personal than having them flash before my eyes. Sound is no longer external; music, conversations, alerts – all can happen within me, silent to the outside world.”

Kai started involuntarily mirroring Rumi’s beaming expressions. His eyebrows lifted and dipped in time with the conversation, responding before he could think.

“And the best part?” she continued. “I can respond without moving my lips, without even whispering. There’s a neural interpreter that reads subvocal signals. I just think the words – and it understands. Isn’t that incredible?”

Kai nodded again. “That’s incredible. To think we can witness it in our own lifetime – it’s just astonishing.”

He paused, just long enough to hold himself from forming a thought within him he was unwilling to share. Before he could add anything, Rumi resumed.

“I have named my Link ‘Rosy’, by the way. She tells me what food I should eat, how frequently to exercise, which books I need to read in times of distress and where I should invest my money. She helps with everything.”

Her voice carried the weight of religious devotion, as if she had recently gained enlightenment.

“Kai, it’s a godsend. Absolute godsend. I can’t believe we’re living in the future we used to dream about.”

She finally stopped, catching her breath. Or maybe, Kai thought, she wasn’t even there anymore. Maybe she was off in another conversation, in another space, somewhere only she could access.

He watched as she sat still, eyes distant, as if waiting for something.

“All good, Rumi?” he asked.

Her gaze snapped back to him. “Oh yeah, sorry. I was hungry. Rosy suggested we should eat a sandwich. There’s a place close by that offers some of the best ones around. Would you like one?”

Kai hesitated for a second, but what else was there to do?

“Well, yeah, sure, I can have a bite.”

Rumi paused. Her eyes glazed over for a moment, staring at something invisible.

A second later, she blinked, looked at Kai, and smiled.

“Done.”

Thinking about the conversation with Rumi, Kai recalled his doubts regarding Link. As the train got closer to his stop, his inner monologue pressed on.

How is everyone just… okay with it?

It wasn’t just a product worn or installed; it entered the thresholds of identity, dissolving the line between the conscious self and the coded other.

Maybe it’s safe… maybe. But the thought of something else steering my choices… I can’t accept it.

There were already countless influences constantly pushing and pulling at his thoughts.

Advertisements telling him what to buy, algorithms nudging him towards what to watch, and recommendations shaping his choices before he had found out his own preferences – if that was even a thing. 

Kai strongly believed that deciding was fundamental to being human. Whatever he chose, good or bad, it was his choice. That’s what defined him and shaped his life into something he could claim.

He had already spent his life trying to find answers to these questions, and all life gave him was something else to worry about, more pressing, more personal.

The train announcement broke this chain of thought. Time to step out.

He dragged himself out of his thoughts. As he stood, he felt relieved when the stiffness in his legs eased.

As he stepped out of the train, he noticed others who exited with him. Nearly everyone around him wore the same distant expression. They were all using their Links.

How do they not walk into things? Kai muttered to himself.

They moved in quiet synchrony, adjusting their paths a fraction before contact, bodies guided by invisible corrections.




…




Kai was dressed well for the day. It had been a while since he had gone to the office in person, and he was excited to be there. This wasn’t just another workday. It was the one day of the year when everyone had to be physically present at work. Not on a screen. Not as a hologram. Not even as Link’s simulant – not yet.

Just real people in actual spaces.

The Nexora building rose not as an architectural marvel, but as a piece of Polaris itself – like a piece of managed terrain. Its façade threaded with living panels that adjusted density and airflow in response to the heat.

Besides the annual meet and greet, the company Kai worked for, Nexora Foods, was celebrating the rollout of the Food from Thought program, which specifically catered for Link users. It used Link to create personalised meal plans, analysing the mood, health, time and user’s surroundings. It was efficient and quick. Users no longer had to concern themselves with meal selection. Link decided what was best for them.

It also significantly optimised the supply chain, resulting in minimum waste and maximum efficiency. The company was a global leader in sustainable food production, specialising in indoor livestock farming and plant-based alternatives.

Kai worked as a Consumer Experience Researcher; part of a large team that studied why people chose what they chose. His work wasn’t creative or glamorous; he spent most days analysing feedback loops, usage patterns and emotional responses to help shape future campaigns and product features.

And today after the meeting, he was finally looking forward to catching up with his coworkers, a rare chance to have actual, face-to-face conversations over refreshments.

That was the plan.

Until his manager pulled him aside. “Kai, can we have a word?”

His manager, Delane, was the kind of person who was difficult to read. Her face would say one thing, while the words conveyed something else altogether. In her mid-40s, she was of average height, slightly bulkier than average, but carried herself fairly well as an authority figure. Her tailored suit, often black or dark grey, paired with the sound of her heels, announced her arrival before she entered a room. Her grey eyes – with a splash of Ghostlight – scrutinised everything, as if she was about to offer her feedback or criticism about her surroundings given the opportunity.

Kai sat across the desk from Delane, watching the woman fidget with her hands, which was rather unusual of her. When she finally spoke, her voice was firm.

“Look, Kai, this is difficult for me to say. You are a good person, an outstanding employee. I mean it. But times are changing, and you need to change with them.”

A pause.

She then continued, “This isn’t official yet, but I just wanted to give you a heads-up before things are finalised. Soon, the company will issue notice to all employees who haven’t gotten Link, and certainly to those who are not planning to get one. They will need to look for employment elsewhere. This change is being rolled out straight from the top for all corporate employees.”

Kai blinked. There was more to come.

“The company is adapting to the changing world, Kai. We need to cater to customers who can visualise our food as if it’s right in front of them, complete with texture, smell and arrangement. The other food companies have changed their business models too. We must. 

“We need a workforce that can develop products and services in ways which will serve the vast majority. And frankly, employees who refuse to integrate with Link will end up as liabilities. And companies hate liabilities, Kai.”

She let her words linger, giving him time to process, but not yet respond. She leaned back in her chair and lowered her voice as if the next words needed extra caution.

“You are an exceptional employee. But you just… can’t be as fast, as precise, as comprehensive as others with Link are.”

Kai could feel his heart drumming. In his mind, he had already imagined the worst-case scenarios. He had poured his heart out for work, not just for passion, but also for his own sake. This was one space in his life where he didn’t feel like a failure. All he could think in his mind was, “I can’t lose this job. Not now.”

But he had seen this coming, though he didn’t want to admit it.

Delane pressed on, unaware of the turmoil within Kai. “We envision our teams will operate in perfect synchronicity, like a hive mind of researchers. No wasted words, no misinterpretations and no delays. Neural feedback will allow advertisers to fine-tune advertising campaigns designed for individual customer preferences. Interactive food demonstrations will provide instant analytics, tracking emotional responses at a biochemical level. Consumers won’t tell us what they want; we’ll already know, thanks to our partnership with Link Tech. We’ll offer personalised meal plans, crafted in real time from dietary requirements extracted straight from their bodies.”

She lost all trace of a mellow heart and reverted to her usual self. Her voice hardened; sympathy disappeared. Her messages picked up a matter-of-fact tone.

“Without your integration with Link, you frustrate the team with your slower pace, as you keep relying on traditional methods like surveys, sales data, and what the customers choose to share. Real-time instant analytics will dictate the future of food, taken right from the head of a consumer while they taste our products, not from guesswork.”

A brief pause again before the climax of the conversation.

“You need to decide and make it fast.” Delane said, standing up, implying that the conversation was over.

“They’ll send out the notices starting next week to everyone they’re watching. But between you and me, I would not wait to be on that list. Get out while you still have a chance. Do you understand?”

Kai nodded. But he did not understand at all.

Delane, still standing, looked at Kai, hoping for an answer right away. An acknowledgement from Kai. Perhaps, even gratitude.

She carried the expression of someone doing him a huge favour, but there was something about her which gave away her true intentions. Her posture was relaxed, but the eyes told him something else.

Either this, or you are out of here, Kai.

Kai was terrified. He didn’t know how to respond to this. The sheer abruptness of it choked his thoughts, leaving him unable to form any words. His eyebrows shot up, then furrowed, as if desperately trying to assemble a sentence together.

“Come on, Kai, you’re a smart guy.” She let out a light chuckle. “This shouldn’t be too much of a surprise for you. You saw this coming, didn’t you?”

She was at the door now, half-opened. “I want you to stick around. And look, even with all the technology in the world, we still need someone like you to check the appropriateness and correctness of ideas with a red pen of moral and ethical bias. A sense check for humanity. You do that very well.”

Kai’s mind was racing, trying to process what had just happened. Should he say something or remain quiet? But that was impolite. He needed to say something.

“I’m sorry, but… yeah, I had imagined this would land on us in the future, but I never thought it would be… like this.”

He exhaled sharply. “Can I please just think about this? I have a lot to chew on.”

“Well, of course. Of course, Kai. But please don’t dwell on it too long. You don’t want this decision made for you.”

She gave him a reassuring look before continuing, “Talk to me later if you have questions. Or reach out to our support team for guidance. Or better yet, talk to a friend. Maybe they can help you decide.”

Delane then left the room, donning one of those fake smile on her face that she had perfected over the years.

While the door swung to close, he heard muffled sounds of laughter and conversations from the main hall, while other employees enjoyed refreshments and exchanged stories.

Kai had to choose.

He could resist and rebel. Explore a different career that won’t force its obligations on him so ruthlessly. But he knew how long he had struggled to land a role at Nexora. And how long before even the new employer would force him to choose again?

While he searched, the world would move on without him. He could fade into irrelevance before he found his footing again. Could he really survive another setback?

A change of workplace. A change of routine. Unfamiliarity. New variables. His mind filled with dread thinking about having to change his life yet again. Things had finally settled in. He had finally adjusted to the melancholy.

Link had become an inevitability.

And all it took was a few years after Link’s introduction for it to develop and embed deeply into modern-day existence. Kai realised that it wasn’t mandatory yet, but they didn’t leave it to everyone’s discretion.

A future dictated by an embedded system that guided his moves, anticipated his needs, and whispered his preferences to himself. How long would it take until his voice became indistinguishable from it?

He had a choice between the inevitability of Link, the instability of a new job, or the slow decline of his career, as he could become obsolete in a world that wouldn’t have a place for people like him.

The choice didn’t feel like a choice at all. It was a reaction. Yet again.

I don’t even understand myself… How am I meant to choose?

He remained seated in the boardroom for a long time. His mind raced with thoughts he hadn’t had in a long time.

Then suddenly, as if coming out of a trance, he stood up with resolve. He knew what he had to do.

Rumi.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Change had forced his life before.

The last time, he was still a teenager. Back when his town – Tarinvale – fell victim to the increasing frequency and intensity of climate disasters.

It felt like a lifetime ago, yet the memories were sharp and had never really faded.

Kai had watched his world unravel in real time. The community, the home that served as an anchor for his mind in the turbulence of turmoil within him, had fractured overnight.

The algorithm, which provided the best distribution, moved everyone around him, including friends, neighbours, and families, across the city and separated them. The authorities had planned for uniformity of skills, minimised commute times and a mixed demographic for an efficient allocation of resources.

But of course, in pursuit of efficiency, it had removed something fundamental – the warmth of familiarity, the comfort of shared history, preferences and the unspoken bonds. All reduced to variables in a calculation.

Kai and Rumi were lucky that they had been moved not too far from each other. They figured out ways to manage without letting the situation overthrow their camaraderie completely.

They met often at first, but time, distance and life itself made it harder and difficult to sustain visits. Unless they needed a refuge; for that, they continued to prioritise each other.

They comforted each other in the familiarity of a shared past. A past where they didn’t have to strive to belong, they just did so effortlessly. They both understood the challenges of transitioning from a close-knit community to the dynamic intensity of the city. And they had continued to rely on each other ever since they had arrived in the city many years ago.

Today, he needed that refuge again.

He didn’t even realise it himself that he was already on his way to the station, as if running on autopilot, on his way to Rumi’s apartment. 

Soon, he was at the platform, watching the inbound train pull into view.

I need more time… not another setback… I need a routine… familiarity.

But Link…

And before he knew it, he had stepped out of the station.

He walked to her apartment, greeted by the quiet hum of the residential neighbourhood as it unfolded in layered terraces rather than streets. The clusters of apartment blocks were designed to be staggered in such a way that no two apartments faced each other directly.

He had walked this path several times before, but today everything felt different.

As he turned the corner onto the street leading to Rumi’s apartment, a flash of colour caught his eye – a mural sprawled across the side of the sports complex. A portrait of a girl stared out from the concrete wall, deep indigo filling the space behind her white outline; her painted eyes spiralling inward like whirlpools, vivid and rather unsettling. Beneath her chin were the words: ‘This isn’t the Clarity you want.’

After a brief pause, staring at the mural, he continued.

He arrived at Rumi’s apartment and rang the doorbell.

Nobody answered.

His eyes flicked up to the security camera, and without really thinking, he raised his hand in an awkward wave. A half-hearted smile stretched across his face.

The door creaked open, and there she was.

Rumi.

The same Rumi he had known for years, the same face he had turned to for understanding, for stability.

But…

Something was different now.

Those eyes, once a harbour of certainty and ceaseless restlessness, now held something distant, something that made Kai hesitate for half a second.

Kai grinned when he saw her, almost immediately, instinctively, but he felt puzzled as the seconds ticked by. Was something wrong?

And then he noticed as she moved just a little – the Ghostlight. Of course, he thought. She was likely on her Link.

She wore a dark blue sweater, slightly oversized, paired with black sweatpants. Casual. Comfortable.

But her expression, that flickering hesitation before recognition, and the silvery tint in her pupils, told him that although she looked at him, she wasn’t fully there.

And then, suddenly, she was back. Whatever had pulled her away from this moment let her go, and she returned his smile, just as bright, just as familiar.

She waved him inside.

Kai stepped through the door, and they hugged.

Then, before he could say a word.

“Please make yourself at home, Kai.” Her voice was light, warm and automatic. “I’m still in a meeting; I’ll be right back with you in just a while.”

She turned away immediately, walking further into the apartment.

Kai exhaled. A sigh of relief for his thoughts to have some time to land, and also of understanding.

He made his way to the living room, and nostalgia settled over him. He sat down on the couch, and the recollections of so many conversations, celebrations, festivals and family gatherings ushered him to the past. It had been a while since he had last been here. 

They had met in passing at work, shared a casual coffee on weekends, but it had been a long time since they had simply sat and talked. Time had slipped between them without either of them noticing. 

He looked around the room instinctively, cataloguing every detail, as he always did.

The windows caught his attention first – as they always did. They offered a wide, uninterrupted view of the city while revealing nothing of the interior. Transparency adjusted in real time; light diffused, glare softened, and the space remained quietly shielded.

Inside, he looked at the paintings that adorned the olive-green walls – one of flowers, another of a windmill, and a smaller watercolour giraffe with an odd, amusing expression.

He counted at least half a dozen plants in the living room, of different sizes. He didn’t know them all by name, but the peace lily stood out. Rumi had gifted him one long ago. It withered away at some point. Kai never got around to tell Rumi of its demise.

The black coffee table ahead of him had a mug, left over from some time earlier. Next to it were a few books scattered around in no particular order. His eyes landed on a book, lying face down, its pages open to hold its place. He winced seeing another larger, heavier book resting on top of it, obscuring the title.

Out of curiosity, he slid the smaller one free, as if he were rescuing something trapped under a heavy weight.

He read the title and let out a bemused smile with a mix of recognition and irony.

The Biography of Dario Verrick: How an ordinary boy clawed his way into becoming one of the megas.

He held it in his hand looking at the flawless portrait of Dario Verrick as its cover. There was something about those eyes that Kai couldn’t quite pinpoint, but they just seemed… too perfect.

As he continued to scan the book around, he heard a noise from one of the rooms.

Rumi was finished with her meeting.

He quickly glanced around the room, settling on a serviette to use as a makeshift bookmark before putting the book down, making a mental note to buy her a proper one. As he was making his way back to the couch, he noticed Rumi enter the room from the corner of his eyes.

Rumi stepped in, her presence filling the room effortlessly.

“Sorry, that took a while. Can I get you anything to drink?” she asked, walking towards him with the same natural ease, though her gaze held an enquiring warmth.

“I’ll take whatever you’re having.” He said lightly. “I had plenty to eat and drink at the office today. But I am surprised you left early. I didn’t even see you there. Where were you hiding?”

She handed him a glass of Frostale and flopped onto the couch beside him with a tired smile.

“I’m just great at hiding.” She said with a playful smirk.

Kai gave a wry smile and said, “If you had told me you were lost, I would have believed you.”

She laughed, a soft, nostalgic chuckle. She understood immediately what he meant. “God, you still remember? It was DARK!” She got hilariously defensive.

She added, as a footnote to a bad memory, “That year’s Blackout Circle wasn’t kind to me.”

“Yeah, well, I can’t relate at all.” Kai grinned as he said it.

They talked about old memories, nearly forgotten names, and places that once existed.

For a moment, it was like old times.

But as Kai spoke, he occasionally caught the subtle changes to her face; her body language seemed off. Something was odd.

She was somewhere else. And then Kai remembered, she already had a Link. She was perhaps occupied with an alert that needed her attention. Or perhaps not. He couldn’t tell. Nobody could anymore.

Her gaze shifted briefly to the right, almost imperceptibly. A reflex, she probably didn’t even realise she did it. And if not for Kai’s sharp attention to these details, it would have gone unnoticed. From where he sat, he couldn’t confirm the ghostly silver glimmer from her eyes.

He could feel the shift when she came back. The eyes didn’t move around much, but there was a subtle difference when someone used their Link. It couldn’t be helped.

In the living room, there was an invisible barrier between the old friends, that hadn’t been there before. As if she were tuned to a different frequency, the one he didn’t have access to.

He couldn’t shake off the feeling that she was hiding something from him, which he found rather bizarre. He thought that with him, there was no need; he had always accepted her for who she was. Even if he didn’t fully let her ideas settle over himself in acceptance, he embraced their existence as something worthy of acknowledgement.

He took a sip of his drink to let the moment pass. She was indifferent and oblivious to what he saw.

“So,” she said, leaning back, “we haven’t talked in a while. How are things, since you know everything? How has life been lately?”

And then, before Kai could respond, she added after a momentary pause, as if hesitating if she should, “Have you re-entered the… dating pool?”

Kai smirked, shaking his head from left to right. “Absolutely not. And I have no intention of doing so anytime soon.”

Rumi chuckled gently as she playfully punched Kai’s ribs. “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad,” she teased.

Kai gave her a blank look. “It’s a nightmare, and you know it.”

She grinned. “Alright, alright. Fair enough. It’s brutal.”

“Last I had to give it a go, which was several years ago, and to be frank, I felt like it was one of the most demanding and soul-crushing things I had had done. I don’t think I can go through that ever again. I don’t even know how it works these days.”

Rumi gave him a playful glance before taking a slow sip of her drink, deliberately turning away smiling, as if daring him to ask what she was holding back.

“Come on. Spit it out. What is it? What new nightmare fuel is the craze these days?”

She reflected on the absurdity of what dating had become. But she found it tolerable. Useful even.

With Link’s integration, people didn’t go on first dates anymore – their digital selves did.

Dating apps had to adapt quickly not to lose their share of the pie with Link. There was already an immense influence of intelligence, preferences, and the systems making jobs easier for people. But Link levelled the fields completely.

People sent their digital selves on dates because it wasn’t worth the time and effort to filter out who was a decent match, an interim companion or just not suitable at all. These digital personas weren’t basic simulants. Built from their neural data, they were extensions of the user – preferences, past interactions, humour, mannerisms, life goals, financial status, health – everything.

People sent ‘themselves’ out into a virtual world, a meticulously designed space which they could reserve – in an entirely new world, in the rainforests, on top of the mountains, or just on a cosy rooftop. Some of the world’s iconic attractions rented out their own version of virtual worlds for dates – candlelit restaurants with the backdrop of a tower, or in a café in the middle of seasonal cherry blossom trees, on a boat ride with a view of the city.

The couple sat across each other, or just took a walk together, talking, laughing, observing and displaying. They looked exactly like the users, the dating platforms wouldn’t let it be something else, though the personas were heavily glamourised. Every feature was meticulously enhanced and impeccably dressed. Some users even chose the locations to work for them – wherever they felt confident and looked best.

After the date, the users could watch the footage at their leisure. And they received a full playback, the entire interaction analysed and summarised, with the conclusion from Link.

[Your humour compatibility is 83%. Your life goals align 75%. However, their subconscious stress markers show potential disagreement regarding financial management. You laughed at their joke about raising a family, but your biometric response showed mild discomfort. I recommend a second date to further understand and analyse their thoughts about your hobbies, as it’s clearly important for you.]

And just like that, decisions were made for you. Even who to spend your life with.

Rumi hesitated; the words had formed but never left her lips. She knew Kai, the guy who always religiously believed in love as something sacred. If she had told him how dating worked in the world, he would only have seen it as another defeat for humanity. Perhaps he was right. But she didn’t worry about things beyond her control. That’s how the world worked, not her. She could either take part in it or watch from a distance. That was the only choice she had, and she knew it.

So, instead of letting him in, she swallowed her thoughts and shrugged.

“Oh, nothing. Just the usual nonsense,” she said lightly. “Do you want another drink?”

Kai shook his head. “No, I’m good, thanks.”

He noted her reluctance. It was subtle, but unmistakable. But he didn’t press. He understood when to hold back.

He took a sip of his drink, readying himself for the real reason he was there. He had questions, doubts and fears. His intention was to enquire about Link, regarding her experience. How did she justify it? How was life different? Was she still herself with all going on in her head? He hesitated.

In the moment of hesitation, he saw she was somewhere else again. Or was it his imagination?

For the first time in his life, he felt like he couldn’t talk to Rumi without thinking about answers for questions that might follow, questions that he wasn’t prepared to answer. Realization hit him harder than he expected: he was embarrassed to open up.

She had always been the one person he could talk to. The one person who understood him. Their connection, forged in adolescence and rooted in a shared past, ran deep. Shaped by the community they grew up in and the memories that bound them.

His hesitation grew into unease, and unease developed into scepticism.

Was it even right to talk to her about Link and its effects when she clearly had it embedded in herself recently? Wasn’t it too soon for her to offer a reasonably unbiased answer?

His mind was buzzing with doubts. But he was desperate too. He needed to talk. He opened his mouth.

Before he could speak, she did.

“I’m having a baby.”

Kai blinked. For a moment, everything else in his head stopped. It took him a second to register what she had just said.
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