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Part I


The Crumbling World









1


The sky’s all wrong tonight. Oversaturated blue, it pixelates at the horizon into streaky seawater, and is hole-punched by the sun sinking towards its bloated reflection. The tide beats against the shore. One, two, three up the sand. One, two, three, four – leaving a sine wave of foam.


Tao-Yi sits with her legs folded beneath her, rotating a nearly empty beer bottle in her hands. Long shadows drip from the sandstone formations around her. In this tucked-away cove, shielded by ruddy cliffs, she can’t see the others, but she can hear them laughing and shouting as they gather driftwood for a bonfire.


She has let Navin drag her here, a little out of obligation, but mostly out of habit. It’s just what happens every New Year’s Eve – Zach throws a party. It would feel wrong to miss it.


The bottle stays ice-cold against her palms, impervious to her body heat. She lifts the rim to her lips. The last gulp slices down her throat. The ocean ruffles like a silk skirt in a breeze, creased and opaque. She waits for the gust to roll into shore, to lift tendrils of hair from her neck, but it never comes – the air in Gaia is as stale as a subway tunnel.


A rustle of sand grass heralds Navin’s approach. He’s almost a stranger – tall and lean in his short-sleeved shirt and khaki pants, black fringe falling choppily across his brow, a vulnerable smile. He holds out another bottle of beer.


‘It tastes like shit,’ she says, shaking her head.


‘It’s better than last year’s.’


She manages a smile, thinking of Zach’s experimental brew.


‘Come back,’ he insists, touching his fingers to her hairline. ‘Help us start the fire.’


Tao-Yi lets him pull her to her feet. She follows him out of the cove, skirting a cluster of boulders, and back along the shore. His shirt hangs loose on his frame, catching the bottom corners of his shoulder blades. She wants to touch those out-turned brackets, to assure herself of their realness.


Between the dunes and the sea, the others have filled a shallow pit with driftwood. There are a dozen or so capstone-educated twenty-somethings like herself and Navin, all sharp glances and witty repartee. Gen Virtual. They’re the lucky generation – born into motion, soaked with potential, cresting a wave of change.


Zach moves through the group easily, the others drawn to him like mosquitoes to shallow water. In an orange T-shirt and a knee-length sarong, he looks especially boyish. He leans over the driftwood, a lit match extended like a conductor’s baton between long brown fingers. The others whoop as flames blossom. There are no second attempts, if you follow the formula.


Tao-Yi summons her live interface. In the corner of her vision, a countdown glimmers neon: 9:00pm, 31 December 2087. 3 hours to go! A steady scroll of status updates overlays the beach scenery. Mostly snips, four-second video fragments dissolving as soon as she absorbs them into her attention: friends dancing at open-air concerts, go-karting under electronic fireworks, clinking stim shots to a backdrop of pounding beats.


Evelyn is walking over to her. Tao-Yi wills away the countdown and the snips. Tonight, her petite friend looks a little different. Although she’s wearing a pastel dress from her typical wardrobe, her dark brown hair is arranged in braids and her cheeks are decorated with gothic decals. It’s endearing, like a puppy trying to be edgy.


Evelyn bumps her hip against Tao-Yi’s. ‘Are you flash?’


‘I’m fine. Why?’


‘You just seem quiet.’


Tao-Yi wraps her hands around her elbows, feeling the symmetrical indentations behind the bony joints. ‘Yeah, I’m just a bit spent. Busy day at work.’


‘Oh yeah. Of course. You’re a hot shot Authenticity Consultant now.’ Evelyn drags the syllables out and chuckles.


The title still sounds weird to Tao-Yi’s ears, even though she’s been at her job for half a year. She’s still getting her head around moving from a marketing gig, manipulating people into buying more stuff, to a place like Tru U, guiding lost souls back towards their true selves.


‘People are just obsessed with their avatars. They want to make sure they look as unique as everyone else, you know.’


‘Usoo, Tao-Yi, don’t pretend to be a cynic. I know you’re really a softie underneath,’ Evelyn says. ‘Give it a few more months, and you’ll be spreading feel-good virus like your boss. What’s his name again? Andy? Gary?’


‘Griffin. Not even close.’


‘That’s right. You know what he said to me at that party you dragged me to last month? Wide eyes, straight face. You need to find your path.’


‘Oh, yeah. He spouts that about ten times a day. My brain just filters him out now.’


‘I told him I use Google Maps. He didn’t even crack a smile!’


Tao-Yi laughs. ‘He’s good at his job, though. Come in for an appointment?’


‘No thanks – you lot can stay away from my virtual bits.’


Tao-Yi laughs again and turns towards the fire. Evelyn’s gaze wanders to Zach and stays there. The bonfire’s glow warms his tanned complexion, illuminating his gleaming black eyes and expressive mouth.


For a while, Tao-Yi watches Evelyn watching him. Then she slips away.


~


About twenty paces from the bonfire, Tao-Yi finds a spot facing the water and sinks down onto the sand. On the horizon, the sun’s bleeding magenta into the ocean. A white speck has appeared at the zenith of the sky: the night’s first star. Slowly, more stars emerge, sprinkled evenly across the black in no constellations, and then a full moon, snow-white and perfectly round, suddenly there without any clear moment of becoming. She tips her head back, giddy and adrift. She can’t remember the last time she saw a real star.


She brings up the virtual interface and opens her address book. Her mother’s visage sits at the top of her favourites list: soft and unsmiling mouth, face perpetually angled to one side. Tao-Yi composes a brief message.


Ma. Happy New Year. I hope you’re doing something nice to celebrate?


She zings it off, and waits for the tick indicating a successful transmission.


Navin sits down next to her, propping his wrists on his knees. ‘Trying to run away from the party again?’


Tao-Yi disappears the message – sent, but unopened – and tries to smile at him. The inconstant light plays across his sharp nose and high cheekbones. She feels balanced now, the bonfire warming her on one side, Navin’s shoulder holding her on the other.


‘Just needed some downtime, my cyborg.’


‘Want another drink?’


‘Sure. Anything but beer.’


He unfolds and goes to the box next to the bonfire, which is stocked with drinks and mochi and ice cream. Someone has started a projection of a football match; Navin is pulled into the hubbub. The others are heckling Zach for placing a bad bet. When the banter intensifies, Evelyn loops her arm around Zach’s neck and whispers something in his ear. His head tips back in laughter, his collar-length hair mingling with hers. They break away from the group and race down to the ocean, catching the moonlight like twin sails, disappearing into a spray of water.


The sand is liquid against the soles of Tao-Yi’s feet. She wriggles her fingers into it, grabs a silky handful, holds it to her nose. She smells nothing, or maybe talcum powder. Somewhere in the pit of her memory, she knows of beaches soggy with saltwater and bird shit, gritty with broken shells, where sulphur and iodine fumes rise pungent from mounds of rotting seaweed.


Navin returns with two cans of mixed whisky.


‘It’s almost midnight,’ he says. ‘That was fast.’


‘The night, or the year?’


‘Both.’ He sits back down and clinks his can against hers. ‘What’s wrong?’


Tao-Yi can’t quite meet his earnest gaze. ‘Nothing.’


‘You used to love the beach.’


‘This isn’t the beach.’


Navin’s lips flatten into an em dash.


‘Sorry,’ she adds.


‘You’d rather to go to a plastic-littered dump and splash around in acid water?’


Tao-Yi pops the tab of her can. The surf roars inside her eardrums, like a bad soundtrack played distorted and fuzzy and out of sync. Everything heaves down on her: the rhythmic tide, the silky sand, the perfect bonfire, the sky dusted with stars like half-carat diamonds.


She takes a sip of whisky and nearly gags at the sourness.


Nausea surges from her belly. She sets down the can and lurches to her feet. Navin says something, but she doesn’t hear it. She stumbles away.


Tiny leaves scratch her bare legs as she stalks along the shore. She weaves between boulders, sinking ankle-deep into powder, swallowed by glorious darkness. Before long, she reaches the secluded cove. Is Navin following her? She pushes on, not looking back.


Another wave of nausea punches her in the gut. Sometimes there are glitches, but this doesn’t feel like a glitch.


Moonlight paints the world in monochrome. Black water laps against grey sand. Before the next surge of nausea can pummel her, she runs into the sea – plunging right in without thinking, the water rapidly taking her, to the knees, to the groin. The initial cold knocks the air out of her lungs. Then, within the space of a few breaths, the shock is gone. The water’s embrace is almost warm. The nausea’s gone, too.


She strides out further, gasping disjointed breaths, even though that doesn’t matter. Nothing matters – not her soaked clothes flapping about her body, not the water clasping her to the neck. The ocean floor leaves her feet. If she goes much further, she’ll probably smack into a blank zone.


She manages to swivel around so that she’s looking back towards the shore, treading water. The bonfire’s a small bauble of orange light. She can just make out the shapes of people capering around the flames. The full moon soars above shadowy cliffs. Further along the coast, there’s another bauble. Another bonfire; another New Year’s Eve party. She squints. Which one is her party? Has she swum out at a diagonal, perhaps, and spun around, disorientated?


A scream claws at her throat, but she wrestles it down. She can no longer feel her body. Only the weight of the water dragging at her clothes, her hair, reminds her of her contours. After a few shuddering breaths, the panic thins out.


‘Gaia,’ she thought-speaks. ‘Log me out.’


A pleasant voice resonates from all directions. ‘Please confirm that you would like to log out of Gaia, Tao-Yi Ling.’


‘Confirm log out.’


The moon vanishes. The stars blink out. The cliffs dissolve like pillars of salt. Where water pressed against every inch of her skin, there’s suddenly nothing, not even a puff of air.


Just before she disappears too, Tao-Yi hears a glad shout from the beach, voices raised in harmony: ‘Happy New Year!’


~


Her bones thicken. She drops, punching through layers of sand and earth, through the foundations of Gaia. Static roars in her ears. The smell of burning metal floods her nose. Her skin itches all over.


Everything fades.


When her senses return, she’s drowning in blue. Dulux Sea Note, selected with Navin from a wall of blues at an online lifestyle improvement service when they first moved in. Her eyes lock on a pink-sprinkled cartoon doughnut holding a banner: DONUT WORRY BE HAPPY. A sticker on the ceiling.


An anchor.


She’s lying in a vat of goo, only her face and her toes poking above the surface. Although the Neugel is warm, she’s cold to the core. Her rubbery shell has forgotten what movement is. A moment later, the pins and needles sear through every inch of her body. Moaning, she grips the edges of the Neupod and pulls herself into a sitting position.


The Neugel peels away from her skin, tiptoeing down her back, reshaping itself into something like water. Then, it sucks itself loudly down a hole in the bottom of the vat, taking with it a microscopic party of nutrients and excrement.


Soapy water gushes from the perimeter of the Neupod and washes over her, followed by a cascade of clear water and a long blast of heated air. Finally, two fluffy robotic arms unfold and wipe her body dry with tender strokes.


This is Tao-Yi’s favourite moment of each day: the liminal space just after waking from Gaia, her mind returning to itself, her limbs coming back into being.


‘Welcome back, Tao-Yi,’ says Sunny, the apartment AI.


One side of the Neupod retracts to let her slide down. There are two pods in the room. In the other lies Navin, cocooned in neuroconductive goo and green luminescence, his lips loose and parted half an inch.


She studies him. His head is as bald as a bowling ball, like hers. They shave meticulously, skimming every last hair off their scalps with laser blades. The Neugel needs a smooth interface to transmit electrical impulses to and from the brain. Suboptimal conduction can cause nausea, lagging, freezing, and drop-outs.


A frizzy beard decorates Navin’s jaw from ear to ear, cloaking his mouth. His complexion is wan, cheeks hollowed by illness. His body sags across the width of the Neupod. The paunch of stomach, glistening with gel, presses against the pod’s side.


The sight of him evokes a rush of love and sorrow.


She recalls his cautious sweetness, just moments before: his boyish eagerness to bring her drinks and make her comfortable, his tentative hope that she might be happy. Then, his bitterness at her displeasure.


He didn’t follow her. They’re skin to skin, but he’s a world away, toasting the turn of the year on a dark beach with perfect sand and a perfect tide.









2


April 2080.


Tao-Yi peeled her hat off her damp scalp and fanned her face. Melbourne’s mid-autumn stinker had not deterred the eager hordes of early adopters. A queue snaked from the La Trobe Street building, several blocks down Elizabeth Street, and turned the corner into a dusty, sun-baked Bourke Street Mall.


‘This makes no sense,’ she said, voice muffled by her air filter.


Navin’s eyes snapped away from the game he was playing on his ReVision. He looked weary. The augmented reality device glistened like a bloated leech against the dull skin of his temple. ‘What?’


‘Lining up in meatspace to get VR tech.’


‘It’s just a marketing ploy. Exclusive waitlist, brief sign-up window, synch the release worldwide, make everyone congregate physically. Cue tsunami of hashtags and V-logs.’


Air filter slung around his chin, Navin took a slurp of his blue heaven slushy and waggled it at her.


Tao-Yi waved him aside and retrieved a bottle of water from her backpack. The temperature flipped over from 39 to 40 degrees Celsius on her ReVision-enhanced sight. Underneath her thick jacket, hat and goggles, she was wilting faster than lettuce in a dehydrator.


Honestly, she wasn’t surprised by the turnout. The Gaia release was hyping up to be bigger than the 20th century’s PC revolution. Neuronetica-Somners had been testing their Massively Unified Simulated Reality Matrix for years. Their objective was to create a seamless world where all existing purposes of virtual reality – work, social life, leisure, travel – could be served in one place. Many of their smaller Unified Simulated Reality Matrices would be subsumed into Gaia. Competing VR companies would have little chance against such a monolith.


‘Have you already sold our NeuroSkins?’ Tao-Yi asked. Today’s release of Gaia and the Neupods would make the NeuroSkins instantly outdated, instantly useless. Gaia was too high-resolution to be transmitted by old technology.


Navin shook his head. ‘Resell value’s zilch. Guess they’re just going down the chute.’


‘Along with our Dandelion and Apple tech,’ she added. ‘You know they’ve both folded too?’


‘Usoo. I heard about Dandelion, but not Apple.’


‘A few V-loggers were saying that their worlds will persist in the underground, get copied and modded by fans.’ Digital fossils, one article had said, with infinite replicas.


‘That’s kinda mint.’


The queue inched forward. In front of them, a collagen-plumped white couple dragged their progeny along on pink-and-green elastic leashes. All three slack-jawed, glazed-eyed kids had X-shaped ReVisions stuck to their temples – probably beaming an immy cartoon into their visual and auditory centres. Behind them, a skinny teenager scoffed jam doughnuts from a paper bag, also completely engrossed in their ReVision. Every few seconds, the teenager emitted a series of machine-gun noises, body twitching convulsively, sugar-crusted right hand shaped into a pointer.


The smell of fresh doughnuts made Tao-Yi’s mouth water. A rare pigeon weaved through the forest of legs, snagged a fallen crumb and darted back into the shade.


Tao-Yi sorted through the notifications streaming across her ReVision, flicking most of them into the trash. There were a few buzzes about her class timetable, which she flagged for later. She was on mid-semester break from her capstone studies. She’d decided not to go up to Port Douglas for work this time. She was thinking of quitting the Great Escapes tour guide stuff anyway. Navin didn’t do well with her away.


She glanced up at him. His complexion was sallow, the pouches under his eyes shaded bruise-purple. ‘How are you holding up?’


‘I’m flash.’


‘Want me to fetch you a bite?’


‘I’ll be fine. I had a protein bar just before we left.’


‘You know we live in the 21st century, right? We have courier droids? Air-conditioners? We could’ve stayed out of this heatwave, macked out in our apartment—’


‘But they said delivery could take up to five days!’


‘Five days. So long. Such torture.’


He nudged her. Laughing, she tipped over dramatically, her boots scuffing the pavement.


‘You’re going to love Gaia,’ said Navin. ‘I wish you’d joined me for that degustation beta. We haven’t done anything for your twenty-first yet – I’ll take you there for your birthday dinner. They did this coconut-cherry bomb that was just … orgasmic.’


‘Huh. Don’t they just sprinkle it with stim code?’


‘No stim. That’s against regulation. Plus, it’s just crude. No – gustatory coding has gone wild in the past few years. Neuronetica’s at the top of the game. It’s better than real food.’


‘Better than choc-mint cookies?’


‘Better.’


‘Who are you?’


They turned the corner. Unlike Bourke Street Mall, the upkeep of Elizabeth Street had been neglected. Instead of a porous composite surface, ancient asphalt undulated like frozen lava, warped by decades of harsh sun. Violently orange rust coated the tram lines, gouging a wound down the middle of the road.


Navin slurped the melted dregs of his slushy and gave the empty cup to a passing recycling droid. His lips and tongue were stained blue. She wanted to tell him that the slushy was all sugar and fake colouring, no good for his recovery, but she held her tongue. He already knew it.


She laced her fingers through his, pressing their gloved palms together.


They passed two homeless women lying in front of a closed electronics shop. Unlike most people, both women had full heads of hair. One woman was gripping a daisy-chain of plastic bags as though her life depended on it. The other was wearing at least four flannel shirts. Neither woman wore a ReVision, or even smartglasses or smartwatches.


The government was subsidising 80 per cent of the cost of the Neupods. The technology minister had declared that access to Gaia was a basic right. Tao-Yi understood the principle of the stipend; it was, she had to admit, rather forward-thinking. Everything was going virtual. If you didn’t get in early – snap up some virtual property, plump up your crypto wallet with some savvy investments – you’d be left behind.


Tao-Yi looked at the women, who were now spraying a handheld fan with water from a spray bottle and holding it to each other’s faces. A few steps away from them, a thin man with olive-brown skin was selling plastic flowers from a roadside cart. He spoke in a foreign language to a small boy at his side. As he held out a biscuit to the boy, Tao-Yi saw that his right hand was missing three fingers.


These people would never get a Neupod. The stipend still left you four thousand dollars out of pocket. Eight grand, if you wanted two.


The thin man tilted his head, his dark eyes meeting hers, closing the space between them. He lowered his disfigured hand and tucked it behind his back. His skin was the same warm brown as her mother’s. She looked away uneasily.


~


When they finally walked through the revolving doors of Neuronetica-Somners and into a white-everything lobby, their ReVisions hummed warmly against their temples and shifted into a location-triggered program. A neon banner unfurled near the scalloped ceiling: Welcome to Your Future™!


A flock of impeccably trendy youths with shaved heads, scalp decals and teal overalls were swooping on the customers. She couldn’t tell if they were bots or avatars manipulated by real people. They were passing out door prizes and e-pamphlets among the crowd, showering them with smiles and ushering them through the gleaming lobby. Along with everyone else, Tao-Yi and Navin were herded down a corridor and into another hall with a geometric chandelier and a wall panorama of an ice-capped mountain range.


A teal-clad minion checked their order number and swooshed a couple of digital tickets at them. She pointed to the far end of the hall. ‘Station twelve.’


At station twelve, a slim man stood in front of stacks of white boxes a little larger than shoeboxes. He took their order number and IDs, then examined their digital tickets and vanished them. ‘I’m Manny. Thanks for signing up as early adopters, Sen and Ling. We’re so excited for you to experience the Neupod. The boxes are spatially compressed, but they’re heavy, so you’ll need a courier to carry them. Would you like to hire one of ours?’


‘No, we’ve got one.’ Tao-Yi took a metal cube from her backpack and pressed the power button. It unfolded into a lightweight frame hovering above magnetised wheels: a Mercury Wind, an older model, but it had served them well. Manny watched passively as the Mercury picked up two boxes from the nearest stack.


‘Assembly is straightforward and takes an average of six minutes,’ said Manny. ‘If you have any problems, interactive instructions are available via the Neuronetica-Somners portal. You can also contact Neuronetica-Somners customer support twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Please note that any virtual–neural connection errors as a result of disregarding our instructions will not be covered under Neuronetica-Somners warranty.’


‘Right,’ said Tao-Yi. ‘Thank you.’


As they walked towards the exit, the Mercury following close at their heels, the ReVision program ended. Tao-Yi glanced over her shoulder. Manny and the rest of the teal-dressed staff had vanished. Only customers milled around, chatting excitedly to invisible counterparts. The mountain panorama and geometric chandelier had also disappeared, leaving the white hall jarringly drab and bare.


~


Outside, the glare of the sun seemed even harsher, and the burning-trash smells of the city too sharp, after the fragrance-infused coolness of the Neuronetica-Somners building. Saying little, they squeezed onto an e-bus headed south through the city. There were more than a dozen empty seats, but Tao-Yi and Navin leaned against the wall and gripped the handrails. The Mercury folded itself into a corner of the e-bus, precious cargo clamped tight in its metal arms.


They got off the e-bus in front of the Federation Square Memorial, built to commemorate the lives lost in America’s 2041 airstrike attacks on Melbourne. An audiovisual projection illuminated the steeple’s silver surfaces with faces of the deceased. If she gazed at a face for more than two seconds, a pop-up appeared in her ReVision with a link to the person’s digital memorial. Tao-Yi muted her ReVision.


After cutting across the square, they walked down a wide path that ran through Birrarung Marr. The day was only growing drier and hotter. Clots of dust hung in the air like grainy mirages; leafless trees offered little shade from the unforgiving sun. They were still a good kilometre from their apartment when Navin stumbled.


He caught himself on the Mercury, the faithful courier adjusting for his weight with only the smallest squeal of its hinges. He pushed Tao-Yi’s hand aside.


‘Just tripped. I’m fine.’


She looked into his face and saw that he was not. His cheeks were flushed pink, his lips ashen. He shrugged off his nylon jacket and pushed the sleeves of his undershirt to his upper arms. Heat radiated from his body. She took his jacket from him, the UV-reflective and insulative weave stiff in the crook of her elbow. She didn’t want to nag him to put it back on. He’d survive without it for a short while. At worst, he’d have a bad sunburn.


‘Dizzy?’ She held out her water bottle. He downed a gulp.


‘No.’


‘Pain?’


‘No.’


‘You should carry more water on you.’


Navin kept walking, but there was something asymmetrical about his gait. The Mercury Wind lurched after him like a loyal dog mimicking its master. She dug around in her backpack. Just their luck – her usual stash of nutrient bars was depleted. She shouldered her bag and jogged to catch up.


Sweat was trekking down his arms, pooling in the crook of his left elbow and encircling the metal plug that was embedded there. His breaths were shallow.


‘Navin,’ she said. ‘There’s a bench over there.’


His eyes shone. ‘I don’t need to rest.’


‘I want to sit down,’ she said, marching towards the bench.


He followed. The courier-droid loitered a few steps away. The sun was already lifting tiny flakes of skin from his forearms. An unexpected squall descended from the radiant sky, scattering old dust-ghosts and raising new ones. At their feet, the dirt bank crumbled away into the dried-up fissure of the Yarra River. Now it was just a crack in the earth, strewn with meal-pack wrappers, Koffee cartons and VB bottles.


‘I remember this spot,’ she said softly, overcome by a wave of tiredness. ‘I came here with my mum when I was thirteen or fourteen. We’d only been in Australia a couple years. We came to the city to do our citizenship paperwork. There was a huge power outage, train delays. We had to kill time while they fixed the grid, so we walked around for a few hours. I think there was still water in the Yarra then. Not much. I remember some girls trying to get a canoe going, but they didn’t have much luck.’


The spaces between Navin’s breaths grew longer.


‘Navin,’ she said, ‘your last surgery was only five months ago.’


His torso pitched forward, his elbows coming to land on his knees.


‘Go easy on yourself.’


He stood. He’d always been tall, but now he was reedy, soft in the middle, his outline less defined. Flimsy enough that a strong wind might send him wobbling. He jammed his fists into his pockets, angled his body away from her.


‘I’m twenty. I don’t want to feel like an old man. I can’t run around the block. I can’t even stroll along the river, for fuck’s sake.’


‘You’ll get back to that.’


‘You don’t know that. There could be another complication. It might not be so easy to bounce back next time.’


‘You don’t know that, either.’


His shoulders twitched. She waited a few beats, then stood too and pressed her face into his back, into the warm hollow between his shoulder blades. Despite the heat, she slid her arms around his waist. The bones of his spine pushed against her nose, ridged and jutting like the joints of an old droid. He smelled of sweat and sugar. After a while, Navin leaned back, just a few millimetres, into her.


~


Back in their small apartment, they argued over where to open the Neupods.


‘The lounge room has the most space,’ she said.


‘But we’ll need to move the couch,’ said Navin. ‘The pods will take up all the space. Maybe we could squeeze them into the bedroom if we move Trevor out.’


Trevor was TRV-04, his medical cleaning machine.


‘I don’t want them in the bedroom.’


‘Why not?’


‘I just don’t.’


‘That’s not a reason.’


In the end, they decided to use the guest bedroom, where they’d set up a spare double bed just in case Tao-Yi’s mother needed to come and stay with them. The pale blue quilt and sheets gave off a musty smell as Navin folded them away. The bedside lamp – a cheerful, abstract piece that Tao-Yi had picked out at an online market – was coated in dust.


They spatially compressed the bed back into a one-foot cube and stacked it in the wardrobe space along with the bedside table and lamp. Then, they directed the Mercury Wind to place its cargo in the middle of the room. Pipes and wires sprang from the sides of each box, connecting to the corresponding electricity, water and drainage ports in the floor.


Ambient music played as the flaps folded back. A white egg, on its long side, emerged from first one box and then the other. They swelled like balloons, filling half the room, bumping against each other. Bloated, halted, solidified. A cutaway segment on the top of each egg slid back, revealing a hollow, green-glowing interior. The music swelled. Holograms of Tao-Yi’s and Navin’s faces materialised above the pods, haloed by a neon-green planet and the glowing words: Welcome to Your Future™.


Tao-Yi looked into the empty vat, which was big enough for a person to lie down in. She’d expected a chair, with an immersion tub for their heads. ‘I don’t understand …’


Slots opened in the sides of the vat and translucent liquid began to ooze in.


A silky voice announced, ‘Your Neupod is now filling with Neugel. Please do not disturb the Neupod or place any foreign object inside it. Your Neupod is now filling with Neugel. Please do not disturb …’


‘Why’s it like a bathtub? I thought it was just for our heads …’


‘I don’t know,’ said Navin. ‘This must be a design surprise.’ Neuronetica-Somners had kept the Neupod design strictly under wraps. His eyes flickered as he accessed social media streams on his ReVision. ‘Oh, yeah. Everything’s going off. Hashtag NeugelReveal. Hashtag transdermtech. The gel transmits electrical signals through your scalp, but it also feeds and nourishes the body through your skin.’


‘What?’


She remembered she’d muted her ReVision on the walk home. She unmuted it and reeled beneath a tsunami of news alerts and social media posts.


The Neupod voice continued in its over-inflected baritone, ‘Lagless virtual–neural communication. Ultra high-definition simulated reality. Complete sensory integration. Cutting-edge transdermal diffusion tech. Neugel maintains your body’s homeostasis for up to seventy-two hours. Hydrate. Refuel. Nourish. Eliminate. This is the pinnacle of human experience. This is Gaia. Welcome to Your Future.’


The voice stopped, leaving them with only the sound of gel squelching into the pods, and status updates sparking in the private spaces of their minds, and their oversized holographic faces orbiting ponderously beneath a glowing green Earth. It all seemed inevitable.


~


Tao-Yi and Navin skimmed their scalps, undressed completely and took their ReVisions off.


Tao-Yi helped Navin into his Neupod first. He winced as he lay down, pressing one arm close to his side, over his puckered scar. She bent over and kissed it, getting a bit of goo on her lips. She wiped her mouth. ‘Comfy?’


Navin made an ‘OK’ sign, brushed his hand mischievously around the curve of her breast and closed his eyes. Within a few seconds, he was gone. She watched his eyelids rolling and twitching for a while, heavy-hearted. Then she turned, holding her arms around her bare tummy.


Something gleamed from the shadowy depths of her Neupod. She stepped closer and peered in, but it must have been just a fragment of refracted light. Sensing her presence, the machine hummed and came aglow.


Tao-Yi lifted her leg over the edge of the pod and, swallowing her misgivings, plunged in.


It wasn’t watery, as she’d imagined. It felt like stepping into synthetic foam – like a unified entity shifting aside to make space for her form, hollowing itself out and then remoulding to her contours.


Gingerly, she lay back. She felt a tickling sensation, tiny particles crawling up her neck and over her scalp. She wasn’t lying on the base of the pod, but suspended in the middle of it. The Neugel was on every inch of her – creeping across her skin, into the creases of her armpits, the folds of her groin. Only her nose and mouth peeped above the surface, allowing her to breathe. An alien warmth spread from her mons pubis up to her bellybutton.


A lush voice beamed directly into her brain.


‘In Gaia, all things are possible.’









3


‘I’m a plastic,’ says the young man, pursing his delicate mouth. He has lips like a raspberry jelly snake folded back on itself.


Her new client’s name is Haven. His registered age is twenty-six, but he doesn’t look a day over twenty. Maybe he applied for a younger-looking avatar. A red-and-black paisley shirt hangs loosely on slender shoulders; corduroy pants hug narrow hips. He’s chosen an asymmetrical, dark-green hairstyle that flops over his left eye. His eyelids are shaded in a matching green.


‘A plastic?’


‘A fake. Phoney. Caricature.’


‘I see,’ says Tao-Yi. They’re sitting in bubble chairs on either side of a glass table. With her Tru U access, she can see pools and pools of Haven’s personal data, going back to the moment he was born (St Vincent’s Private Hospital, Melbourne, 03/06/2061, 38/40 weeks gestation, 3.41kg, APGAR score 9). She can see that the last meal he rated was a cheese pide from a Turkish stall in the Feldspar District, the last purchase he made was a virtual rubber bone for his virtual Pomeranian, and that he’s been spending a lot of time in Meatless chatrooms, debating the merits of disowning one’s physical body. The algorithms churn his data and spit out predictions about his Kinsey rating (4), his political leanings (surprisingly conservative), his exercise levels (non-existent), and to which type of advertising he’d most easily succumb (cute pet toys and collections of experimental poetry).


‘How long have you felt like this?’ she asks.


‘For. Ever.’ Haven makes it definitely two words, fixing her in his large and liquid right eye. ‘It’s getting worse. I used to think I was original. Don’t believe that anymore.’


‘What’s changed?’


‘I’ve lost the flashes, the spark. I’m a creative. A poet. But the stuff I’m writing lately – it’s no better than AI-generated, comm-churned pulp. It’s zilch.’ He sighs so heavily that his rubicund mouth trembles. ‘I don’t know what to do.’


Tao-Yi blinks. For some reason, she’s been low-key exhausted since New Year’s, as though the bad whisky propelled her into a nagging, drawn-out hangover. It’s already early February, and she still wakes each morning in a fog – paddling her heavy limbs out of her bedsheets like a fly struggling in slowly congealing amber, stumbling to the kitchen for her Koffee dose, shuffling to the Neupods to join Navin, who’s usually already in. But in Gaia, tiredness isn’t the same. Her eyes should be gritty, but they feel smooth as billiard balls. Her head should be pounding, but it’s just a cloud of numbness.


Tao-Yi looks at the green-haired, jelly-lipped kid in front of her – really looks. She absorbs his fretful gaze, the gentle stoop to his slim shoulders. His one visible eye shifts through a kaleidoscope of colours: purple to green to yellow to blue to purple.


A rush of empathy sweeps over her. She wants to tell him that no one is original, that it’s stupid to expect to be so. But that’s not company-sanctioned speak. The Tru U control room has already suggested the cards to play: validate his doubts, infuse sincerity, play humble mentor to his artiste. A suggestion bubble pops up in the corner of her vision: Try to use a bit of slang, to show you’re relatable, but don’t overdo it – it’ll date you!


She leans her elbows on the transparent table, letting her hair swing over her collarbones.


‘Está bien,’ she says, ‘I know it’s daunting to walk into a place like Tru U. Feels a bit corporate, a bit comm-churned. Feels like you’re giving up on yourself – when really, you’re doing the opposite. You’re investing in yourself.’


A weak smile.


‘What we do here isn’t a gimmick. We don’t shove you into a one-size-fits-all mould. It takes time, but it works, if you’re willing to put in the effort. We look at your values, help you reconnect with your true identity. True you.’ She pulls a corny grin. Corniness is easy, and she’s found that it makes her clients feel one up on her.


Haven rubs his eyebrow. ‘You reckon something’s wrong with me?’


‘What you’re describing sounds a lot like identity fatigue.’


‘God – what an awful term.’


‘It’s quite common, and there’s lots we can do. How about I start with some suggestions?’ She taps the tabletop. His file hovers in 3D with a pulsing microphone icon next to it, ready to receive her dictation. ‘Number one: redesign your avatar. Number two: clean up your life-content. Number three: reconnect with your poetry.’


The words spell out in midair. Haven rubs his eyebrow again. He’s listening, so she forges on.


‘We’d start by comparing your current avatar to the avatars of everyone with similar demographics. The program scores the uniqueness of different parts of your avatar. Then you can choose which bits you’d like to keep or get rid of.’


That hairdo will definitely have to go. Asymmetrical jungle-green is February’s top trending look.


Haven chews on his lower lip. ‘I don’t want to just be different from everyone else.’


‘Wait for the second part. We then strip you down to your base avatar – you know, the boundaries we can’t transgress, genetic make-up, biological age, et cetera. Then, our program crunches all the avatars you’ve ever had. It can even dig up some old-school avatars you might have used before Gaia. It hunts for themes that have recurred over the years and mashes them together. It basically trawls your subconscious for elements that represent you.’


Haven nods. She notices that he has a delicate smattering of freckles across his nose. A detail-orientated fellow. He likely counted each one.


‘Plus, once we’re done, I’ll refer you to Tru U’s copyright specialist, Samara. Trademark your avatar, and it’s your IP – for your lifetime plus ten years.’


He nods again.


‘Now, let’s talk about content.’


She stops. Notifications burst across her vision. Two buzzes from Navin: one labelled EAMES LOUNGE IN CAMEL? with a furniture catalogue attached, the other asking if she wants to go out with Evelyn and Zach on Saturday night. Navin got out of St Martin’s Hospital last week and is on a prescribed ten-day break from work. He is clearly struggling to kill time.


A backlog of alerts follows the buzzes: her tax return is still overdue; a deduction for their electricity bill that’s so high her throat constricts; a flyer for a seminar series on Confidence and Body Language in the Virtual Meeting Room; and a reminder that Zach just launched his new immersive. Finally, a glowing green envelope toots an invitation from Evelyn to said immersive: Disembodied, 7pm Saturday 7 February 2088, Unholy Gallery, Basalt District. A moving map unfolds on the terrain of her mind.


‘Clean up my life-content,’ pipes up Haven, thinking she’s had a mental blank.


‘Yes – sorry.’ Tao-Yi sweeps the alerts aside and decreases the frequency of her automatic notifications. ‘Mind if I have a look?’


‘By all means.’ Haven blinks. ‘Full access granted.’


Tao-Yi flicks through Haven’s profile. Over 200,000 photos; 10,000 snips, V-logs and simulations; and 8000 text entries. Enough to fill several lifetimes, but it’s nothing she hasn’t seen before.


‘It’s a mess,’ he moans. ‘I’ve got poems I wrote in my teens, sims of my first date, family mementos, V-logs from my round-the-world trip …’


Tao-Yi scrolls. Haven, holding hands with a girl with blue eyes and a thick fringe. Haven, talking into the camera as he snowboards down a mountain slope. Pages and pages of artfully indented poetry in a gothic font. A sim of a woman swinging a small child in the waves at a beach.


He runs a hand through his hair, briefly revealing that his current avatar is binocular after all. ‘I could spend the rest of my life sorting through it, and I wouldn’t even get through it all. What’s the point? To spend my whole future chronicling my past? It means fuck-all to anyone but me.’


‘How committed are you, Haven?’


‘One hundred and ten per cent.’


‘The most effective first step is to switch off all new content.’


Haven’s eye bugs out, green to yellow to blue.


‘It’s drastic, but it’s the fastest way.’


‘I don’t know. I wasn’t expecting …’ He rubs his scalp, grabbing tufts of hair. ‘No new uploads at all?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Can’t I just scale back? Maybe aim for a couple of posts a day?’


‘Sure, whatever you can manage. After a few weeks limiting your uploads, we analyse for patterns and themes that represent you. Then the program cleans up your old content.’


‘Honto nano … you delete my stuff?’


‘Gently, at first. My boss calls it an exfoliation.’ No chuckle; not even a smile. ‘No one notices a difference. Then, we turn up the intensity.’


Haven makes a noise like a puppy choking.


‘Don’t slam out. I’ll guide you through it. And I promise – it’s transformative.’


Haven wriggles in his bubble chair, which sways soundlessly to his movements. He’s starting to get the glazed twitchiness that some of her new ones get at the end of their first appointment. If she had to bet? Three sessions and he’s a no-show.


‘Golden. Well, that brings us to number three: your poetry.’


He stares miserably at a spot near his boot. ‘Well, that’s a nightmare. Every time a poem hits me, I’m worrying about how many re-buzzes it’s going to get, does it go in my burgundy or teal collection, is it a sans serif or gothic font sort of piece …’


The numb cloud in her skull intensifies. Her gaze drifts over Haven’s head. The clock above the frosted-glass door tells her there’s two minutes left in their appointment. She wants to tell him that art isn’t the same anymore, now that machines can make art that’s indistinguishable from – or even better than – human art. We’re wrong to think we’re special. But maybe she’s wrong. She’s no artist.


The clock above the door ticks to the hour. A soft chime sounds in Tao-Yi’s head.


‘Haven, we’ve run out of time. Shall I schedule you in for next week? Same time?’


‘Oh.’ He cuts himself off mid-sentence, floundering, eyes darting. Is he gathering his emotions or just rifling through his calendar? ‘Sure. This time next week is ace.’


They shake hands – no dampness, no callouses, no awkward imbalance of grip, just a seamless fizzy pressure like soft drink against one’s lips. She walks around the table and opens the door for him. He lopes away, shoulders hunched, boots silent on the black tiles. A line of frosted doors stretches down the corridor, each home to another consultant, another client.


She has a partial view of the busy foyer. Her next client is already waiting. It’s Gardenia, a thirty-five-year-old woman who’s been redesigning her avatar compulsively since her wife left her six months ago.


Another spray of notifications. Navin again, MAYBE IN BLACK – MORE CLASSIC?, FOUND IT ON SALE HERE!, FUCK DID YOU SEE OUR POWER BILL?, BUZZ ME WHEN FREE – QUICK LUNCH TOGETHER?; a customer satisfaction survey for her new brand of vitamin pills; a medicentre buzz, Ms Ling You are twelve days overdue for your annual Teresa check-up; a reminder from Griffin about a team conference at 1pm with Mexican catering (Day of the Dead masks parade across her mind’s eye); a baby shower invitation from a learncurve friend she hasn’t seen for five years; and a flood of new social media posts.


And finally, buried beneath the rest, a quiet reminder: Tao-Yi, your message to Xin-Yi from five days ago is unanswered. Would you like to send a follow-up?


Tao-Yi takes a deep breath. She sends a quick follow-up message to her mother inquiring about Xin-Yi’s health, shoots off an encouraging emoji to Navin, swipes everything else aside and calls Gardenia into her office with a ready smile.


~


‘Show me the Eames lounge,’ Tao-Yi says that evening as she sticks two high-protein meal packs into the rehydrator.


Navin taps his ReVision. A catalogue of slender-legged, mournfully photographed furniture projects from his temple onto the kitchen bench. He looks haggard. There are dark circles under his eyes and a reddish-purple bruise around his elbow-crease port, where he had an infusion yesterday.


Tao-Yi feels tired too – ever since she started at Tru U, she’s grown heavy and overwrought, a sponge sagging shapelessly with the weight of other people’s spilled mess. It’s not helping, bringing her exhaustion home to Navin’s exhaustion. She’s not sure how long this can go on.


‘I like the chair and ottoman in black,’ he says.


When the rehydrator beeps, she brings their dinner over to the kitchen counter. The smell of powdered peas wafts through the room. Quietly, Sunny turns the ventilation on.


Tao-Yi glances at the catalogue and puts her fork down. ‘This is virtual furniture.’


‘Yeah.’


‘I thought you meant a real chair.’


‘It is a real chair. Just a real Gaia chair. It’s authentic. Herman Miller.’


‘You want to blow thirty thousand bucks on a digital chair?’


Navin looks at her, takes a large spoonful of protein and fibre, and shoves it into his mouth.


‘Where would you even put it? You and I don’t have Gaia-space. You work in rented space. My office is owned by Tru U. Your dressing-room?’


Navin turns the display off. Tao-Yi mumbles a half-hearted sorry. She knows she’s getting too annoyed. Maybe it’s the unspoken aftermath of New Year’s Eve, or the way that her clients constantly find new ways to sabotage themselves – but she shouldn’t take it out on him.


‘Actually,’ he ventures. ‘I was hoping, this year, we could think about buying.’


‘Property?’


‘Yeah. Get a foothold in the Gaia real estate market. Demand’s only going to go up in the future.’


‘Demand will only go up because Neuronetica-Somners manufacture it to be that way,’ Tao-Yi snaps, her apology dissolving. ‘They create a limited supply, trickle out a few blocks at a time, even though we all know sim space is infinite.’


Navin shrugs, superficially indifferent, but Tao-Yi reads a bruise beneath it. ‘Nothing new. It’s just the system we live in.’


‘A stupid system. I don’t want to buy into it.’


‘I don’t either, but we don’t really have a choice, unless we want to get left behind.’


‘Don’t you feel cheated? Like you’re being manipulated to want things that seem premium and exclusive but are really nothing – to buy things that don’t mean anything? You used to love original, one-of-a-kind things. I thought you’d care more.’


‘That’s not fair, Tao-Yi.’


She laughs dryly. ‘It’s so warpy. It’s like we’ve reversed roles.’ Sometimes she feels they have, over the years, expunged bits of themselves for the other to absorb. Proximity and intimacy have led to an exchange of traits, a mingling of identity.


Navin hunches over his meal. ‘Let’s drop it. I don’t feel like talking about it anymore. I just raised it as a suggestion.’


Tao-Yi sits. ‘Well, what do you want to talk about?’


‘Nothing. Let’s just eat.’


‘Would you like me to play some relaxation music?’ Sunny pipes up.


‘No,’ snaps Tao-Yi. The AI doesn’t make a sound for a full hour.


~


Later, Navin stumbles off to the VR room, muttering about a bad flare-up. Tao-Yi tries to embrace him as he undresses beside the Neupod, but his body’s unyielding, his face stony. She lets him go. He sleeps in Gaia from time to time, when his pain gets bad, saying that the Neupod analgesics really take the edge off. He typically books a sleep hotel package, where they combine a night in an aromatherapy capsule with a thirty-minute massage, an individually tailored ASMR session and buffet breakfast. When she sees him the next day, he usually does look better.


Alone in their bedroom, she’s soggy with regret. She stands at the window, looking out over quiet streets. The city slumbers beneath a blanket of smog. The red spire of the new Eureka Tower and the monstrous neoclassical shopping altar, Palatine Hill, peek out above the haze. The Federation Square Memorial reflects fragments of the flat clouds.


She turns back to the room. Their Southbank apartment is as sleek and as shiny as when they moved in, more than a year ago now. Sunny and the cleaning droids keep it spotless. It’s a dramatic upgrade from the cramped rooms of their Cremorne rental. But the black floors and blue walls feel underdressed, craving the homely clutter of mismatched artwork and eclectic tchotchkes and half-finished projects.


An alert pings in her ReVision. Two new messages – one from her mother, and one from the Teresa that sends Tao-Yi health updates about her mother.


First, she opens the health update, the ReVision tracking her eye movements:


Ling, Xin-Yi. Vital signs within normal limits. Early warning signs emerging over last 48 hours: sleeping more than 12 hours per day, reduced facial expressiveness, movements slowed by more than 10%, shallow breathing, tearfulness, decreased accessing of social networks.


Then her mother’s message:




My heart’s-core,


Don’t worry about Teresa. I cried a bit today, but it was a good cry. Will you visit soon? You know I prefer seeing you in meatspace. There’s a gift I keep forgetting to give to you. It makes me think of you and your poh-poh. Please remind me to give it to you.


Don’t worry about Teresa. I’m fine,


M.




Tao-Yi sinks down on the edge of the bed. She has been here before with her mother. The late-night messages, growing increasingly cryptic over a period of days or weeks. In the daylight, never mentioned.


Not for the first time, she feels like she has two mothers. One is clear, fierce, protective. The other is shadowy, sorrowful, secretive. Rotating on her axis, her light side shifting slowly into dark. In between, there’s a transitional state that feels like sliding down a steep slope with the ground dissolving to pieces.
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