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In simplest terms, the Metaverse is the internet, but in 3D.


Ed Greig, Chief Disruptor at Deloitte


Your children are not your children. They are sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself. They come through you but not from you. And though they are with you, they belong not to you.


Kahlil Gibran, writer and poet














ADVERTISEMENT


[image: The logo of the company re:born has the icon of a baby with a pacifier in its mouth.]


As seen on hit TV show The Family Experiment.


Why leave it to chance or genetics when you can have the perfect baby you’ve always dreamed of?


Here at Re:Born, we are now taking pre-launch orders for MetaBabies – children that exist entirely in the Metaverse. Here you can pick and choose the age and sex of your child, and design their appearance from eye and hair colour to skin tone and body shape, their accent, interests and the speed of their growth. Trust our designers to create a perfect blend of the two of you, just like Mother Nature intended.


Our children have a digital memory, photo-realistic faces and bodies which can respond to you using facial tracking and voice analysis.


But Re:Born isn’t only for new parents. If you’re not ready for your Real World child to grow up, we can build an exact replica of them so they can live forever in the Metaverse at an age of your choice. Or if you have suffered a loss, allow us to reanimate the one you loved with a near-exact replica.


Wherever you are in life, we can tailor a package that suits you.


Re:Born launches later this year. Pre-order now to avoid disappointment.


Deposit required followed by a £19.99 monthly subscription fee.


Re:Born is a subsidiary of Awakening Entertainment. All rights reserved.
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Teleprompter script – The Family Experiment launch night


AUTUMN TAYLOR, PRESENTER


(CAM 1):


Welcome to the launch of what’s going to be the only show you’ll be talking about for the next nine months, The Family Experiment.


(PAUSE FOR OPENING TITLES AND APPLAUSE FROM A WALL OF VIEWERS ON SCREENS BEHIND HOST)


Well, if you haven’t already heard or read about it, then where have you been? Because since it was announced, The Family Experiment has become the highest-trending reality TV show this decade – and that’s before we’ve even gone on air!


(PAUSE FOR APPLAUSE)


So here’s how it works.


(CAM 4):


Over the next nine months, eleven carefully selected childless British contestants will compete to raise the world’s first fully interactive children in the Metaverse. Our intended parents will wear virtual reality headsets, along with masks, gloves and full-body suits that feel like a second skin. This will allow them to feel everything a biological parent does with their children. And for twenty-four hours a day, you the viewer can watch every trial, treat, tribulation and tantrum. And if you’re like me and hate to miss out, sign up for our push notifications every time something big happens so you can tune in and watch moments later. How amazing is that?


(PAUSE FOR APPLAUSE)


(CAM 1):


Our intended parents won’t get to know the sex of their baby in advance. Every one of our children will grow at an accelerated rate, meaning they’ll remain at each age for much less time than Real World children. For example, in month one, our parents will be tasked with looking after a newborn. In month two, their baby will be considerably older and more developed. And by month nine, their children will be fully grown adults. Each MetaChild is operated by artificial intelligence developed by market leaders Awakening Entertainment. And they’ll grow and learn in the same way a Real World child does. What they experience and how they develop will depend on the nurturing they receive from each parent.


(CAM 2):


And as this show is fully interactive, we want you at home to feel a part of it. So every month, you’ll be able to vote for a couple you want to face a Monthly Challenge that we’ll be setting. And believe us, with your help, we are going to push our new mums and dads to the limit! More details on our first challenge coming up later in the show. You will also get to tell the contestants exactly what you think of their parenting skills as we go along. How? By awarding them red hearts for everything you like seeing and black hearts for the things you don’t. Not enough cuddles? Black-heart them. Giving them quality time? Throw them a red. And our parents will see them appearing on screen so they know how you think they’re performing.


(CAM 1):


Tonight, each family automatically receives £250,000, the estimated cost of raising a Real World child from newborn to eighteen. They can spend as much or as little of that money as they like on anything they choose, such as education, healthcare, entertainment, travel and immersive experiences in other App platforms. After nine months, viewers will then vote for one family to win. Sadly, the losers will watch their MetaChildren permanently switched off and lose the remainder of their cash. But that’s not where The Family Experiment ends.


(CAM 4):


Because our winners will then face the toughest decision of their lives. They can either keep what’s left of that original £250,000 along with their MetaChild, or they can pull the plug on their child and get a quarter of a million pounds to start a Real World family of their own, paid on the live birth of their child through traditional means, IVF, surrogacy or adoption.


(PAUSE FOR APPLAUSE)


And for those of you who want to get up close and personal with a family, in-App purchases will allow you to spend time in the same room as them without them knowing and watch the action as it unfolds. A monthly lottery will also allow a lucky winner to interact and enjoy one-to-one time with the children themselves! Terms and conditions apply. And don’t forget to log in to our The Family Experiment App to register your interest in becoming a MetaParent when the programme is rolled out to the public on the night of the finale.


(CAM 4):


Now, without further ado, shall we meet our five couples and one singleton?


(CUT TO REAL WORLD INTRODUCTION VIDEOS)









2


Twelve years earlier


The first memory of his second life came when he awoke to find himself being pulled from the rear of a van and carried over the shoulder of someone who stank of rubber and petrol.


He’d opened his eyes but had struggled to focus on where he was or who was moving him. All he could be sure of was that it was night-time, and there was a near-full moon above them and a sky awash with stars.


Something didn’t feel right in his head. It wasn’t an injury; more like a deep-seated, burning pain emerging from behind his right eye.


‘Where am I?’ he croaked. The man carrying him didn’t reply. Instead, he was brusquely lowered to his feet, where he tried and failed to steady himself. He toppled to one side, his face colliding with stones. He paused for a moment to gather his thoughts and listened carefully. They weren’t alone. There were other voices like his, young and frightened, whispering in hushed tones. And, a little further away, there came the rush of water.


‘Get up!’ barked a gruff, accented voice he couldn’t identify.


He glanced upwards and squinted at the bright light shining from a jacket. If he was not mistaken, the man was also wearing a balaclava, which added to his concern.


‘Get up!’ the man repeated, less patiently. The boy attempted to push himself up into a sitting position, but he was too weak. He barely protested when the man grabbed his arm, but yelped when it was almost yanked from its socket. Now he was back on his feet and being pulled across the beach, the heels of his trainers making trenches.


Soon after, freezing-cold water lapped at his ankles, then his knees, before his body was lifted and hurled into the air like a shotput. He landed face first on something wet and rubbery. Water splashed against his face and eyes, its saltiness stinging, but its chill eventually helping him to regain his vision. ‘Put this on,’ the man ordered, and thrust a set of dog tags attached to a chain into his hand. He did what he was told and put them around his neck.


Someone else, most likely another child judging by the lightness of their touch, placed their arm around his shoulder and helped him up into a sitting position. He turned to look at him, then all the others surrounding them. There must have been around thirty other young people here, around the same age as him, all looking as frightened as he felt. Some shared family resemblances and gripped each other tightly. Ahead, even more were coming, escorted through the water by two more balaclava-clad figures. The boat was only a few metres long and was soon cramped.


‘What’s happening?’ he asked the lad who’d helped to lift him up from the floor.


‘They’re moving us,’ he replied.


‘Do you have a phone? I need to call . . . my . . . my . . .’ His voice trailed off. He didn’t know who to call. His memory was a blank.


‘If you are in this boat then there is no one to call,’ the lad replied.


‘Where are we going?’


‘From here on the Kent coast over to Rotterdam or Calais, that’s what I overheard.’


‘But I don’t want to go there. I want to go home.’


‘You don’t have a home any more. That life’s over for you now. You’re being taken abroad to start a new one.’


He shook his head vigorously. ‘No. They wouldn’t let that happen.’


‘Who wouldn’t? Your parents? They sent you here because they probably can’t afford to keep you any more. That’s normally how it works.’


‘They wouldn’t have done that.’


He racked his brain, but there was a blank page where the image of his parents should have been.


The lad looked at him and frowned. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.


‘It’s . . .’ But his thoughts were empty once more. ‘I . . . I don’t know,’ he said, embarrassed.


His new friend nodded.


‘You’re lucky – your parents probably loved you if they had your memories of them erased. It hurts less if you don’t know who you or they are.’


His gaze fell to his wet shoes.


With no one left on the shore, two of the three men began to turn the dinghy in the direction of the mouth of the bay, while the third started the engine. Soon they were all on board as the boat pulled out into the choppy waters of the Channel. The further they travelled, the larger the waves lapped, and the colder and damper their passengers became. It wasn’t long before at least half of the children were vomiting over the side or onto each other.


‘Throw your stuff in here,’ one of the men yelled above the chugging of the motor. He held out a large bag. ‘Anything you have – phones, toys, books, throw it all away. You don’t need them.’


Without argument, the terrified young passengers rifled through their pockets and surrendered their belongings. As the boy opened his hoodie to look at the pockets inside, his new acquaintance caught sight of his T-shirt in the moonlight. It featured an image of the Statue of Liberty and nearby Hudson River.


‘Hudson,’ his friend said suddenly. ‘That’s what I’ll call you until you remember your name.’


Hudson wrapped his arms around himself to neutralize the bracing wind and didn’t speak again until lights appeared on the horizon. To his relief, it appeared to be land.


Just then, the dinghy’s engine began to splutter and seize. The man steering it attempted to restart it, which briefly worked before it sputtered to another halt. It was only then that Hudson noticed he was up to his knees in water. Below him, the air chambers in the dinghy were deflating, lowering the boat, allowing too much water inside and making it too heavy for the engine to shift.


‘Out!’ yelled one of the men. ‘You swim to shore.’


‘I don’t know how to,’ screamed a girl.


The man ignored her. It was only after all three men jumped overboard that the terrified children followed, like lemmings falling from a cliff.


‘Come on,’ Hudson said to the other lad.


‘I can’t swim either,’ came his panicked response.


‘I’ll help you.’


First Hudson jumped, and then the other lad. His body disappeared under the surface, so Hudson reached for him, but in the lad’s panic he began dragging him down too. The two wrestled in the freezing depths, Hudson taking huge gulps of water deep into his lungs as he struggled to get them both to safety. Eventually, now on his back, Hudson grabbed the boy, placed his arm around his chest, turned them both and kicked against the waves to get them to shore.


‘I need you to kick too,’ Hudson yelled, and the lad eventually followed suit. Several times they were forced to stop for air as water filled their mouths.


Around them, the other children splashed and screamed. Some vanished beneath the waves, their arms stretching into the air as if reaching for God’s hand.


Eventually, Hudson’s feet felt the shingle of the shore beneath him, and the two boys dragged themselves out of the water, coughing and spluttering.


Parked on the beach were two vehicles, with tall bright lights jutting from their roofs and a handful of figures standing alongside them. Hudson squinted and made out the words Police Nationale emblazoned across the sides of both vehicles.


Some of the others who had made it out of the water before them were stumbling towards the authorities, begging for help. But instead of hurrying to their aid, an officer pointed at a waiting truck, its headlights cutting through the night sky.


‘Can you help us?’ asked Hudson.


A second officer refused to look him in the eye. Instead, she allowed her hand to rest on a baton attached to her belt. They were turning a blind eye to what was happening. Hudson and the other boy had no choice but to follow orders.


The closer the remaining children got to the truck, the louder the noises appeared from inside. He realized it was packed with sheep, and straw was scattered across the floor. Hudson coughed several times, turned to look at his fellow dinghy passengers and realized only half had made it ashore.


Even fewer would make it to their next destination.










TODAY, MONTH ONE:
NEWBORN
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CONTESTANTS: Rufus Green & Kitty Carter


AGES: 29 and 27


STATUS: Cohabiting three years


OCCUPATION: Entrepreneur and accounts manager


METACHILD: Daughter, Olivia


IN THEIR OWN WORDS: ‘We have everything we want in our lives except the money to start a family. We’ll do anything to be parents.’


The noise was becoming more relentless than ever, thought Rufus, if that was even possible.


He had just used the pause button on baby Olivia which, once a month, allowed a parent in the Metaverse fifteen minutes with no sound or movement from a MetaChild. But once the timer had reached zero, her screams were even more shrill and piercing. He tried to no avail to turn down the volume in his earpods.


Earlier that night, and minutes after his head had hit the pillow in his Real World home, a Push notification on his watch had woken him up. Baby Olivia was in need of more attention. He’d desperately wanted Kitty to rouse and offer to take charge but she’d put up with the continuous crying for most of the day. Tonight, she was dead to the world. And five hours into his turn to look after their two-week-old infant, she was showing no sign of wanting to be soothed by her father.


‘Come on, give me a break,’ he muttered as he held her in their Metaverse nursery. ‘Please be quiet, just for a few minutes.’


He shifted her from his shoulder to the crook of his arm, where he’d stuck a second headache patch before going to bed. Then he paced back and forth around the room. At 3 a.m., it was dimly lit, but he could make out the moving images of hot-air balloons circling the lampshade in the centre of the ceiling. Kitty had taken charge of the decor and had chosen a neutral palette of yellows and greys as they were supposed to be ‘calming’. He begged to differ. Calmness was an alien concept to their daughter.


Rufus began bouncing her up and down, a technique he’d been taught in the Real World parenting classes he and Kitty had attended. They had been the only couple expecting a virtual child – something that had fascinated their course leader but had alienated them from the other participants, who’d eyed them with suspicion and failed to invite them for extra-curricular group drinks and suppers.


‘Once the show begins, they’ll understand,’ he’d reassured a disappointed Kitty.


Bleary-eyed, he glanced at the clock in the corner of his headset, hoping it was time to give Olivia another dose of the medication the AI doctor had prescribed for her croup. He sighed when he realized it wasn’t due for another hour and a half. He moved her back to his shoulder, her nose catching his collarbone. It made her scream even louder.


‘Olivia!’ he said, raising his voice in the hope the suddenness might jolt her out of the vicious cycle of upset she was trapped in. ‘Come on!’


Black emoji hearts floating across the screen blurred his vision. Viewers were disapproving of his approach. They can all fuck off, he thought.


He placed Olivia back in her cot with a little more force than he had intended.


‘Sorry,’ he muttered, but quietly; he was past caring.


He took several paces backwards and folded his arms, contemplating his next approach. But he suspected that whatever he did, it would not placate her. And he couldn’t take much more of it.


This was not how he’d imagined the early weeks of parenthood to be. He hadn’t expected it all to be plain sailing, but neither was it supposed to be a relentless slog for two new, sleep-deprived parents trying to second-guess why a baby refused to settle. Yes, croup was playing its part in Olivia’s discomfort, but Rufus’s research suggested it shouldn’t be as severe or as prolonged as this. Her AI paediatrician had suggested she was taking time to settle in, as some babies do. But Rufus knew there was more to it than that. He’d even asked a producer off-camera if her behaviour could be a programming glitch, but he’d been told that was impossible.


Each day, he’d asked himself why he and Kitty were allowing something so small and helpless to cause them such misery. And it was making him more and more frustrated.


His animosity was also growing towards his partner. Why had she put them in this position? Why couldn’t she have been happy with the life they’d had? He certainly had been. But she’d insisted they applied for The Family Experiment.


Rufus had been upfront and admitted soon after they’d met that he had a low sperm count and that, without the help of IVF, it was unlikely they could conceive naturally. But the escalating costs associated with the treatment were way beyond their means. Rufus would have been equally happy in a world with Kitty that didn’t involve children. However, that hadn’t been her dream. And she’d been more persuasive than he’d ever known her to be. So rather than risk losing her, he’d agreed to fill in the application form.


And although neither of them had verbalized what they’d been feeling since Olivia’s arrival, he assumed she was on the same page as him. They’d made a terrible mistake.


Olivia’s screaming echoed even louder from her cot, reverberating around the space like surround-sound speakers that couldn’t be switched off. Rufus left the room and paced the rest of the house, fists clenched, body tense. Even out in the garden, he could hear the racket. Was there anywhere in the Metaverse he could escape it?


More black hearts filled the screen as the viewers again made their displeasure known.


‘Fine!’ he yelled, and marched back into the nursery.


He grabbed Olivia, lifting her up and cradling her, rocking her back and forth with more speed and desperation than his previous approach. Still she shrieked. His head was pounding, his ears were ringing, his eyes were stinging and all he could think about was how much he wanted to climb back into bed, fall asleep and forget about the worst decision he’d ever made.


‘Just shut up,’ he whispered into Olivia’s ear, but it appeared to prompt the opposite reaction. Somehow, her cries became louder.


‘Olivia,’ he said firmly. ‘Olivia! For God’s sake, stop it now.’


Even in the dimness of the room, he could see how red her face was, how the ligaments strained in her neck and how wide her mouth became as she threw out each ear-splitting wail.


It pushed Rufus beyond breaking point.


He stretched out his arms and held her in front of him, his hands under her armpits, her head tipping to one side.


‘Just shut the fuck up!’ he yelled, the resonance of his voice matching the noise of her squawks.


A warm tear fell from his daughter’s face and onto his hand. But it wasn’t enough to snap him out of the descending red mist filling the room.
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CONTESTANTS: Woody & Tina Finn


AGES: Both 36


STATUS: Married fifteen years


OCCUPATION: Drone pilot and euthanasia nurse


METACHILD: Daughter, Belle


IN THEIR OWN WORDS: ‘We’ve enjoyed our lives as a couple, but now we are ready to take that next step in our relationship and become a family.’


Woody clamped his hand over his mouth too quickly. His wedding ring clipped one of his front teeth but he barely acknowledged it. Instead, his attention remained fixed on the TV news channel and the caption at the bottom of the screen.


‘Couple ejected from The Family Experiment after father shakes virtual baby to death.’


‘Oh Jesus,’ he muttered as footage played of fellow contestant Rufus Green in his Metaverse nursery, trying and failing to calm a screaming infant. A moment later the new dad held the child out in front of him, shaking her violently. Woody pressed stop before the clip finished.


‘When did this happen?’ he asked his wife, Tina, as she entered their Real World lounge.


‘Early hours of the morning,’ Tina replied. ‘It’s on every news channel.’


They listened together as the newsreader spoke.


‘The show’s producers are facing criticism for failing to cut the live feed of the death of two-week-old Olivia. In a statement, a spokesperson for The Family Experiment said, “The events of last night are tragic. But the show is unfiltered and designed to reflect the wide range of experiences new parents go through. To take the show off the air, even following such an unfortunate event, would be a huge disservice to our viewers, to whom we have promised a fully immersive, transparent experience.”’


‘What the hell was he thinking?’ Woody asked. ‘I get how frustrating it is when you can’t calm a crying child, but if it riles you up that much, step away, for Christ’s sake. Return to the Real World, then go back when you’ve calmed down. You don’t hurt your own child.’


Tina’s flesh prickled as a shadow briefly escaped the darkness and flew into the light. She blinked it away.


‘The viewers moaning about how outraged they are by what happened must bear some responsibility,’ she said. ‘They voted for Olivia to have croup in the Monthly Challenge.’


‘Do you know that for sure?’


‘From what I’ve watched and read, Rufus and Kitty had it much worse than any of us.’


‘And how’s our daughter been today?’


‘Really good,’ said Tina. ‘She fed at midnight, then at 4 a.m., and winding is getting easier. She was back to sleep in ten minutes.’


‘You’ve always had the magic touch.’


Tina didn’t reply. She removed the band keeping her ponytail in place and ruffled her fingers through her now-loose hair, which rested on her shoulders. It was the longest it had been since her late teens. That felt like a lifetime ago, and now that she was in her mid-thirties, she’d long stopped brightening it with pastel colours and settled for an ash blonde.


She yawned and took a sip from a smoothie Woody had left balancing on the arm of the sofa. Tina relished her sleep, and there had been precious little of that since Belle’s arrival. She hoped the exhaustion wouldn’t show in her face. She’d resisted slipping home Botox kits on her online shopping delivery list. So far, at least.


Woody, however, was showing no signs of fatigue and he’d been through just as much as her. Physically, he’d barely changed in the eighteen years since they met. Only twice had she ever seen him clean-shaven and without his reddish-brown stubble. An allergy to the silicone in contact lenses meant he always wore his dark-rimmed glasses. The only difference between the Woody of back then and the man in front of her now was a slight sloping paunch and greying temples.


He stretched out his arms, yawned and rose to his feet.


‘Would you still have agreed to participate if you’d have known how much attention we were all going to get?’ he asked suddenly. ‘I mean, the producers prepared us for a level of interest, but it’s been insane, hasn’t it? My email inbox was full of interview requests this morning.’


‘Why do you ask? Has anyone said anything about . . . you know . . . ?’


‘No, no, it’s not that,’ Woody replied, scratching his chin. ‘I’m just struggling a little with being constantly judged by the world and his mother. Did you see how many black hearts I got yesterday when I didn’t change Belle’s nappy until the second Push notification arrived? You’d have thought I’d left her for five hours, not five minutes.’


‘Try to ignore them. Some people relish being able to disapprove so vocally of how we’re all parenting. I wonder how they’d cope if every move they made was being analysed and rated?’


A synthesized female voice from the Audite, their virtual assistant, chimed from the corner of the room.


‘Push notification. Belle has woken up and requires attention.’


‘And it’ll be my turn to face the wrath of viewers if I don’t log in and check on her,’ Tina added.


Woody gave his wife a peck on the lips as he left and made his way upstairs into the spare bedroom and their Metaverse access point. He slipped into his mask and haptic suit, which clung to him like a second skin. Its thousands of tactile sensors allowed him to feel every sensation the Metaverse had to offer: the touch of his daughter’s skin, her breath on his chest, even her pulsating heartbeat. Next came his gloves, mask, a standard slimline headset not much larger than a pair of sunglasses, and then earpods. Once logged on to the system, he was inside Belle’s virtual Metaverse nursery.


In-App purchases had allowed them to decorate it with a jungle theme, complete with moving tree canopies that swayed in the breeze, alongside tall ferns, flowering plants and moving animals.


Belle was due her next feed soon, so Woody picked up a virtual pre-filled bottle of formula and placed it inside the heater. He’d forgotten to warm it last time, and she’d responded with cries and refused to suckle.


He wondered how many eyes were upon him now, either streaming at home or here in person. He couldn’t understand what drove superfans to pay for the privilege of being in the room with parents – unseen, unheard and unable to interfere.


Perhaps he should take a leaf out of Tina’s book and care a little less about whether he was being watched or judged, he thought. They didn’t know the man behind the avatar. They didn’t know how he’d already proved what a good father he really was.


And they didn’t know just how far he had already gone to protect his family.
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CONTESTANTS: Cadman N’Yu & Gabriel Macmillan


AGES: 36 and 26


STATUS: Cohabiting seven years


OCCUPATION: Social media influencer and PA


METACHILD: Son, name to be announced


IN THEIR OWN WORDS: ‘We’ve faced some challenges in our lives – some together and some apart. And that makes us ready for anything. So bring it on!’


‘What are you planning to dress him in?’ Cadman asked with a raised voice from their Metaverse lounge.


‘The usual,’ Gabriel replied from inside the adjoining nursery. ‘A vest and a babygro.’


‘Yes, but which ones?’


‘Does it matter? We have about a hundred and they all look the same.’


Cadman sighed. ‘You know it matters. Our fans like to know exactly who our son’s wearing and where they can buy it from. And I can feel you rolling your eyes from here.’


Gabriel had been doing just that.


‘Well, why don’t you pick something yourself?’ he suggested.


‘I’m busy.’


‘Doing what?’


‘Catching up with the fallout over what happened to baby Olivia.’


‘Awful, isn’t it?’ said Gabriel.


‘Yes,’ replied Cadman. ‘It is.’


But not for us, he quietly thought. It was one less couple to compete against.


Gabriel flicked through the first of three clothing rails in their son’s wardrobe, knowing that whatever he chose, he’d make the wrong decision. As his hand hovered above each garment, the price tag and a retailer appeared on the screen of his VR headset. Eventually he returned to Cadman and their son in the kitchen, carrying a green-checked babygro, a white vest and a pair of socks with foxes’ faces on the toes. He held them up to his chest.


‘Do these get your seal of approval?’


‘Yes to the ’gro and the vest but no to the socks,’ said Cadman.


‘What’s wrong with them?’


‘What colour is a fox?’


‘Red.’


‘Red doesn’t go with green. Unless our son is now identifying as a traffic light.’


‘Cadman, he’s two weeks old. Does anyone really care?’


Almost immediately, scores of red hearts appeared in the corner of his screen.


‘Are they agreeing with you or with me?’ Gabriel asked.


Cadman smiled wryly. ‘What do you think?’


‘I think I give up,’ Gabriel muttered, and returned to the nursery, choosing a pair of white socks from the dozens in the drawer. He paused to take in the room. It was almost as many square metres as the ground floor of their Buckinghamshire Real World house. It was packed full of toys. We could open a creche in here, he thought.


They had chosen a planetary theme for the room. It was illuminated by a full moon as comets and rockets jettisoned in all directions beneath twinkling stars. Gabriel enjoyed spending quiet time and naps in here with his son.


The Apps used to decorate the room would have made a sizeable dent in their prize fund had influencer and social media commentator Cadman not invited potential sponsors and suppliers to fill their internet home with cost-free products.


‘It’s a fantastic opportunity,’ he’d told them in his pitches. ‘Our in-App purchases will be seen by millions of viewers worldwide.’


Most had jumped at the opportunity. But the downside to the free flow of freebies was the constantly alternating furniture in not just the nursery, but their whole MetaHouse. Most infants went through one or two babygros a day, but theirs wore at least eight daily. Each time he was fed or had his nappy changed, he would appear in an entirely new sponsored outfit.


Gabriel made his way back to the kitchen. His face softened when he saw his son, awake and exhaling spit bubbles from inside Cadman’s sling. It was the third child carrier he’d been inside in as many days. Cadman was hunched over a tablet on a work surface, typing.


‘I thought we said we wouldn’t be using tech when the baby was around?’ Gabriel asked.


‘I meant when he’s older, like in the next Development Leap.’


‘What are you doing now that’s taking your attention away from him?’


‘My attention isn’t being taken away,’ Cadman huffed. ‘He couldn’t be any closer if he was welded to me. I’m looking at cutlery and plates.’


‘Why?’


‘Next month we might have leapt to the weaning stage. So I’m planning accordingly. If he eats five small meals a day, he’ll be using five different plates, sippy cups and knives, forks and spoons. Think of the number of sponsors a week we can attract.’


‘Really?’ asked Gabriel. ‘We’ve already had his nappies, formula, milk bottles and bedding sponsored – do we really need to monetize everything?’


An email alert sounded in their headsets.


‘Hey,’ said Cadman, ‘the results of the poll are in.’


He directed his attention to the viewers.


‘Okay, everyone, so I’m about to check the votes for what we’re going to call our son. You’ll remember we asked you to choose from a shortlist of Rio, River and Ryker. So let me take a look. And with 42 per cent of the votes, I can now tell you our little man is called . . . River!’


Red hearts flooded the screen again, and he kissed the crown of his son’s head. A graphic of a shampoo bottle appeared on screen alongside the price.


‘Thanks, guys,’ Cadman added. ‘And don’t forget to vote in next week’s poll for his middle names. Okay, River – ooh, that trips off the tongue nicely, doesn’t it? – let’s get you fed and into this new outfit, which was kindly gifted to us by BoyClobber.org.’


The floor illuminated in different pastel shades as father and son made their way to a changing table in the nursery.


Gabriel logged out, unstrapped his headset and returned to the lounge in their Real World house. His eyes were drawn to the walls, with the shadows of missing paintings and the indents in the carpet where furniture had once been purposefully arranged before they’d been forced to sell it all. The gym now contained just one workout bench and a handful of free weights. The swimming pool had long been drained and covered with tarpaulin. Even his autonomous sports car had repossessed itself and driven itself back to the dealership when they’d missed too many payments.


He hoped Cadman would be right and that they were on the cusp of change. Maybe then Gabriel’s guilt at having ruined everything for them might lessen.
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CONTESTANTS: Dimitri & Zoe Taylor-Georgiou


AGES: 46 and 44


STATUS: Married twenty-five years


OCCUPATION: Mortgage advisor and teacher


METACHILD: Son, Lenny


IN THEIR OWN WORDS: ‘Everyone knows our story already. Now it’s time to change the narrative and allow us a happy ever after.’


‘Dimitri! I need you!’


‘Almost there,’ Dimitri replied as he changed into his haptic suit next to his wife.


‘Hurry up!’ Zoe snapped.


‘Why, what’s wrong?’


Her concerned husband threw on his headset, logged in, then ran through their Metaverse house until he found Zoe in the nursery. She turned to face him, clearly flustered.


Baby Lenny was lying on a mat on his changing table, his mother holding both his ankles up high with one hand, the other hand cupped under his bottom. Something wet and yellow sat in a pool in the palm of her hand.


Dimitri burst out laughing.


‘What the hell are you doing?’


‘I don’t know!’ She cringed. ‘I was in our bathroom when the Push notification for a nappy change went off. I started changing him but forgot to grab a nappy first and before I knew it, it was coming out like a Mr Whippy ice cream.’


‘Hold on,’ Dimitri replied as he rummaged through the drawers for a fresh nappy.


‘It’s just so . . . warm. Urgh. And oh my God, the smell! Where is it coming from?’


‘It’s from the same device above the door that pumps out the new-baby smell when we’re with Lenny,’ he chuckled.


‘And stop laughing at me! This is not funny.’


‘I know it’s not . . . well, maybe a little bit. I’m sure when you watch the highlights show tonight you’ll see the funny side.’


‘What?’ Zoe said, aghast. ‘Viewers won’t see this, will they?’


‘They’re livestreaming now, aren’t they? Where do you think all these red hearts are coming from?’ He pointed to the flurry fluttering across the screen, suggesting viewers’ shared amusement.


‘Well, I’m going to look like a bloody idiot if I can’t even change my own baby without ending up with a handful of sh—crap.’


‘I promise, you don’t. You look like every parent with a newborn who’s keeping you on your toes. Did you see the poonami Woody and Tina dealt with yesterday? They had to cut their baby’s clothes off with scissors. With scissors.’


‘Have you finished yet?’ Zoe asked her son.


‘Nope, he must be a bit backed up.’


‘How can something so small produce so much? He only drinks milk. Is this normal? Do we need to call an AI doctor?’


‘Every baby is different,’ Dimitri added as he handed her a packet of wet wipes. She cleaned up Lenny and fastened the nappy.


Zoe leaned in to Dimitri, who offered her a reassuring peck on the cheek.


‘I just feel a bit rubbish sometimes,’ she said.


‘You’re not, I promise you. Right, now that he’s made some room, he’s probably due a feed.


Zoe’s avatar accurately represented her Real World appearance. A week before The Family Experiment began, her hair stylist had added coppery highlights to her textured bob. Eyeliner framed her golden-brown irises, and there was a smudge of foundation and burst of deep red on her already full lips. It made him wonder if perhaps both he and his avatar also needed a refresh. His increasingly untamed eyebrows resembled plump black slugs and it was cheaper and quicker to clipper what was left of his receding grey hair than to make an appointment to have it styled at the barber’s in town. His white stubble shone tiny pinpricks of light through the surface of his olive skin. He looked every inch his forty-something years while his wife did not.


‘Did you think he’d feel so lifelike?’ Zoe asked, reaching for a milk bottle and placing the teat into Lenny’s mouth.


Dimitri shook his head.


‘I don’t know what I expected,’ he said. ‘I know these suits help you to experience almost everything, but I didn’t expect to feel each twitch or hiccup even when he swallows. The attention to detail is incredible.’


He looked at his son.


‘I think he’s beginning to look more like you than me,’ he added.


‘His eyes are big and round like mine but his skin colouring is darkening a little like yours. But I bet your mum will be happy if her grandson has a Greek nose.’


Zoe recalled the day they had spent with CGI artists in a London design and animation studio when nearly all sections of their faces and bodies were measured and scanned, from the sizes of their heads to their nose-to-lip ratio and width of hands, legs and feet. It had felt intrusive, but now she understood why. The more you saw of yourself in your MetaChild, the more like yours it was supposed to feel.


‘Have you latched on yet, buddy?’ Dimitri asked Lenny.


Zoe adjusted the tip’s positioning so it pressed down upon Lenny’s tongue. Finally the milk began to drain.


‘There we go,’ she smiled.


‘Do you think we should have chosen the haptic suit with breasts?’ Dimitri asked.


Zoe raised her eyebrows.


‘If you want to sit here wearing a fake pair of boobs as you breastfeed our baby, then be my guest, darling. But that’s where I draw the line.’


‘That single dad apparently wore the suit with the electrodes to experience pregnancy and childbirth.’


‘I’m not using gimmicks to prove myself as a parent. People either like us and want to support us, or they don’t.’


‘It’s not that straightforward though, is it?’ Dimitri reminded her. ‘Because if viewers don’t like us, we can spend the next nine months loving and raising this little man only to have him taken away from us at the end.’


A silence opened up, both aware of what the other was thinking, but neither willing to say it.
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CONTESTANT: Hudson Wright


AGE: 22


STATUS: Single


OCCUPATION: Freelance software developer


METACHILD: Daughter, Alice


IN HIS OWN WORDS: ‘I’m here to prove that single parents deserve their seat at the table. I might be young but I’m every bit as capable as a two-parent family.’


The first Hudson knew of The Family Experiment host Autumn Taylor’s appearance on the sofa opposite him was when she spoke. His closed eyes snapped open at the sound of her honeyed voice.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,’ she began.


‘I wasn’t asleep,’ he replied. ‘I’d never do that while I’m holding my daughter.’


His eyes fell upon the two-week-old infant, her sleeping head resting against his chest, his hand supporting her back. He wondered how much he had resembled Alice when he was her age. He had never seen a photograph of himself as a child. He could – and had – spent hours just staring at her. She closely resembled him, with shared dimples in their cheeks, bowlike lips and long dark eyelashes that framed sparkling blue eyes. He wondered if her hair would remain blonde or darken to almost jet black like his.


Before Autumn Taylor’s arrival, Hudson had been enjoying a few moments of quiet contemplation on the garden balcony of his Metaverse high-rise apartment. The ten-square-metre outdoor space housed two L-shaped sofas with plump, cream-coloured cushions, a wooden coffee table and a selection of potted bay trees on white-tiled flooring. Space remained for additional furniture or foliage, but he didn’t want anything to distract from the panoramic views across New York City’s skyline. He was the only one of the cast of British contestants to have chosen an American city as his Metaverse home.


A Push notification had arrived the evening prior warning of Autumn’s impending visit, but hadn’t indicated a time. He was sure that was on purpose. Other contestants had been flustered by her grilling but he was prepared. From the moment his participation in the show had been announced, early online public opinion made it clear he was facing an uphill struggle. So the attire worn by Hudson’s avatar today had been carefully curated. His casual, timeless outfit of light blue jeans and a black T-shirt, along with a pair of vintage black Adidas Gazelle trainers, was to remind viewers he was just like them. They were everyday clothes worn by an everyday man. And allowing one of Alice’s small vomit stains to remain on a sleeve would remind viewers that MetaBabies were just as messy and unpredictable as their Real-World counterparts.


‘It’s lovely to meet her,’ Autumn continued, briefly glancing at Alice. ‘She’s beautiful.’


Hudson recalled Autumn using the same words to three other sets of parents she’d interviewed so far.


‘Now, of all the contestants competing in The Family Experiment, you’re the one viewers are most curious about,’ Autumn continued. She tucked one of her tousled blonde curls behind her ear.


‘Oh really, why is that?’ smiled Hudson. He already knew the answer, but he was going to make her work for it.


‘Because you’re the only single parent,’ she replied. ‘Which is a rarity these days.’


‘But it shouldn’t be. It’s unfair to stigmatize those of us going it alone. Which is why I’m putting myself out there to be judged and criticized by an audience of millions.’


‘The whole basis of the UK government’s Marriage Act was about encouraging couples to create families and “help build back a better Britain”.’


‘And look how that turned out,’ said Hudson. ‘They made it acceptable to frown upon lone parents.’


‘Was the principle such a bad thing?’ Autumn countered. ‘Studies demonstrate that couples are more successful at raising a child than sole parents. And there’s also an argument that you’re one person depriving two people of the chance of starting a family in this contest.’


Hudson rolled his eyes and rubbed at a scar that covered a square inch on the back of his right hand.


‘If you’re referring to the so-called statistics provided by the last UK government in their Marriage Act propaganda, well, they’ve all been debunked,’ said Hudson. ‘Their “evidence” claimed that only married couples could be truly happy, better parents and therefore more productive members of a working society. Unless you’re a celebrity or wealthy, of course, because then no one bats an eyelid if you do it alone. But ordinary lone parents like me are just as resolute as two parents because we have no choice but to be exactly that. We have double the workload, double the responsibility, and we’re just as happy and just as productive.’


Autumn changed tack.


‘In your launch-night video, we saw that you were one of only two competitors to experience pregnancy from both sides. Some of your critics claim that by going through a replica labour, you’ve disrespected those biologically able to give birth and their uniqueness to do so.’


It was another question he was prepared for, but he feigned disbelief regardless.


‘How on earth have I done that?’


‘Because you are trivializing the very nature of a woman’s role in bringing life into the world. You are saying that if a woman can do it, then why can’t a man?’


‘That wasn’t my aim.’


‘It might not have been, but surely you must agree that you can never truly understand what it’s like to go through the birthing process?’


Autumn’s delivery jarred him. Hudson thought back to the months of preparation he had subjected himself to before the series began. He had worn weighted suits to mimic the carrying of a child, he’d taken medication to replicate high blood pressure, he went through a mock labour in a birthing suit where electrical currents ran through his body to make his muscles spasm and jolt, copying with 90 per cent accuracy the pain of childbirth. Muscles were also forced into cramps, vertebrae stretched and internal organs wrenched. He had been through all of that to try to understand, not to be a gender tourist.


‘I don’t recall you asking Woody the same question when you interviewed him. He went through a simulated labour too.’


‘But Woody isn’t trying to be both parents.’


Hudson began to regret his confrontational tone when black hearts floated about the screen.


‘Look, I am absolutely aware that I’ll never know what it’s really like to carry a live child or give birth,’ he conceded. ‘And while I don’t think it’s every man’s duty to put himself through what I went through, it gave me a better idea of the joys and suffering a pregnant woman faces.’


However, Autumn didn’t appear ready to abandon her point just yet.


‘But you can never experience all the other pain, both physical and mental, that a woman goes through to try to get pregnant. The hopelessness, guilt and frustration when it doesn’t work, early or multiple miscarriages, the anxiety of knowing you are responsible for a life growing inside you.’


Hudson realized he must tread carefully if he was to salvage this.


‘You’re right – of course I can’t – and I apologize to anyone out there who thought that was my intention.’


By Autumn’s pompous expression, she had the answer she wanted.


‘Can we talk about your age?’ she continued.


‘I’m twenty-two.’


‘Which makes you the youngest contestant in the competition. Most twenty-two-year-old men who haven’t found their Match Your DNA partner are hanging out with their friends, going out, getting drunk, trying to find someone to take home with them. So why aren’t you?’


‘Because I was brought up to value myself and those I encounter. I had a fantastic relationship with my dad. He was a good man, a kind man, a funny man. Like me, he was a single parent, but he was sixty before he could afford to start a family with a state-approved surrogate. I know he would have loved to have been a part of my life forever but he died of a stroke shortly before my sixteenth birthday. I don’t want my time with Alice to be cut short like that. And The Family Experiment offers people my age who can’t afford to be a parent that opportunity.’


The interview ended soon after that, leaving Hudson and Alice alone again, apart from the millions watching. Later, he would check the response of viewers on social media. He hoped that he hadn’t already ruined his chances. It was important viewers bought into his narrative because without their support, this would all be for nothing. And he needed it to mean something.


It had to.
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NAMES: Selena & Jaden Wilson


AGES: 32 and 33


STATUS: Married, four years


OCCUPATION: Data analyst and personal trainer


METACHILD: Son, Malachi


IN THEIR OWN WORDS: ‘The opportunity to have kids is not weighted in favour of couples like us. We can’t afford to make our dreams come true on our own.’


‘I don’t like this,’ whispered Selena to Jaden. ‘I don’t like this at all.’


They were standing in their Metaverse nursery as the avatar of a young woman they didn’t know was cuddling their son, Malachi. Selena nervously tugged at one of her corkscrew curls. Jaden stared at his feet awkwardly.


‘How much longer?’ he asked.


Selena looked to the clock in her headset.


‘Seven more minutes. This is just wrong. So wrong.’


‘We have no choice, bae. It was part of the terms and conditions.’


‘Doesn’t mean we have to approve though, does it?’


It was a fan of The Family Experiment who was troubling them. She had won a monthly lottery draw to spend time with a MetaBaby of her choice and had picked the Wilsons’ two-week-old infant. The winner couldn’t see or communicate with Jaden and Selena, but they could watch her.


Selena scowled as the woman appeared to giggle as she stroked Malachi’s short Afro-textured hair.


‘She’s fetishizing him,’ Selena bristled. ‘He’s not a fucking toy.’


Finally, after seven long minutes of cooing, snuggling up to their child and inhaling him, her time was up. She glared in the direction of Jaden as if she could see him. And with something akin to hatred in her eyes, she vanished. It hadn’t gone unnoticed by Selena.


‘What the hell was that about?’ she asked.


‘God knows,’ Jaden replied, willing his expression not to give him away.


Malachi hadn’t appeared bothered by the intrusion in his routine and had taken it in his stride. He must get his temperament from his father, Selena thought.


Jaden returned to the cot, picked up his son and sat with him in his lap, a firm hand supporting his neck. Malachi became transfixed by brightly coloured, moving cartoon dinosaurs roaming ancient lands on the virtual wallpaper.


He had grown so much in the space of a couple of weeks and, while Jaden admitted to loving the baby part, Selena couldn’t wait until Malachi could communicate with them. Because at present, they both spoke completely different languages.


As a data analyst, her job was to study figures. Numbers made sense. There was an order about them, a predictability. None of that applied to a child. She couldn’t understand why one minute, Malachi might be smiling and reaching to tug at her hair, and the next, he’d be kicking his legs and flapping his arms, tearful and inconsolable. However, Jaden was a natural father. He seemed to immediately accept there was little in the way of logic attached to babies.


Selena was fond of Malachi, but there had been no all-encompassing rush of love when Jaden had first placed him into her arms. Mother and son were two pieces of a jigsaw that had been forced together. And she longed for a time when she might have a better handle on his needs. Not that she’d explained to Jaden how she was feeling. She was used to pretending everything was okay on the surface, while beneath, earthquakes rumbled. And she was anxious that their super-critical viewers didn’t sense a disconnect between them. She couldn’t give them any reason to believe that she was not 100 per cent invested.


She had to win this competition.


When Malachi’s head drooped to one side, Jaden turned him around and gently stroked his back.


‘Nap time, kiddo,’ he said, then lifted him up to his shoulder until Malachi settled on a warm, comfortable spot partway between Jaden’s neck and his chest. Selena yawned – his sleepiness was infectious.


‘I’m going to start making dinner,’ she whispered, and Jaden gave her a thumbs-up sign, then watched as she left the nursery and the Metaverse.


Jaden placed his lips on his son’s crown. Malachi was the perfect blend of the two of them. His skin was closer to Selena’s dual-heritage tone than his own darker complexion and he had her sepia-coloured eyes. But he had his father’s full lips, long lashes and an early hint of a cleft chin.


‘You’re going to be a heartbreaker, kiddo,’ he said quietly as red hearts floated across the screen. ‘Just like your dad.’


He had already fallen head over heels for this boy, but it was something he could never admit to Selena. Because they had an agreement that she must believe he was sticking to: if he hadn’t said yes, she’d have refused to enter the competition. Now, he couldn’t let her doubt they were on the same page.


At least for the moment.
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Your MetaChild


Welcome, intended parents and caregivers!


Here at Awakening Entertainment, we have developed a fully immersive experience for those who want to start a family, without the Real World constraints, for a fraction of the cost and within a safe environment.


Each of our MetaChildren uses extensive high-quality, ethically sourced datasets to deliver a child with a unique set of traits and an individual personality. This means they can accurately represent the child you might have had in the Real World.
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