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1

The wall in front of Harry Bo faded to an impossibly imperceptible black. That was enough to catch his attention; just seconds earlier it had been covered with a dozen ads all flashing and flapping for his attention. He stopped to stare at the empty space, Hannah pausing at his side before wandering off, her attention focused on something else visible only to her.

As he stared into the emptiness, he saw a tiny twinkle emerge from the centre of the vast black canvas, a gold and white flash cycling every second like a distant lighthouse. He leant in for a closer look at the tiny object, his eyes squinting an inch from the wall. It was spinning towards him, slowly growing from the size of a grain of rice until it reached something like life size. It was a woman’s engagement ring, gold with a large solitaire diamond. Harry moved back as it grew to the size of a basketball, the giant ring following him before floating stationary in the space in front of his chest. It cast shadows against the ground from the overhead lights of the night-time cityscape, perfectly rendered to fit the space despite being so obviously out of place.

He cast a surprised look in Hannah’s direction. She was intently watching whatever was being fed into her sensory augmentor. Harry couldn’t see what she could see—his own aug had shut down all other visible advertising and had left him with only the slowly spinning giant ring. Whatever she saw had her attention while he was left to the ring.

A voice spoke to Harry from the direction of the blank wall.

‘Harry, isn’t it time you asked the question?’

The ring was now shrinking and moving back to the wall. A life-sized man was standing in a space inside the wall and he held out his hand as the ring, back to its normal size, floated into his hand. A jewellery shop materialised around the man, the name, Huang’s Jewellers, featuring prominently. It matched the name tag on the jeweller’s jacket.

The door to the store opened and Harry was startled to see himself walk inside. He watched as the simulated Harry strode over to Mr Huang, firmly shaking his hand before being shown to the counter. The jeweller opened a velvet-lined case and Harry quickly and confidently picked out a ring. Mr Huang nodded approvingly before placing the ring in a box and handing it back to Harry, sealing the transaction with a second handshake and a warm smile.

Harry watched himself walk away from the jeweller and make his way towards the door. As he did, the shop faded and he was in a park. His twin walked a short distance and sat beside Hannah on a blanket with a picnic lunch, the scene a near-perfect re-creation of their second date. It looked identical to the framed picture she kept on her bedside table except that Hannah’s dark hair, worn as a short bob at the time, was shown grown out to its current length. As Hannah turned away and took a drink from her wine glass, Harry reached into his pocket to retrieve the ring, moving until he was on one knee, just in time to catch her as she turned back to face him. Her face expressed a perfect mix of joy and excitement and surprise as she looked up at him, her hand over her mouth as she caught her breath and took stock of the situation. Harry watched himself in a state of nervous excitement morphing to relief and happiness as Hannah gave a fast series of joyous nods. She threw herself at him in a violent embrace which knocked him on his back, her enthusiastic kiss confirming her acceptance of the proposal.

Hannah disappeared and the wall again faded to black, the virtual Harry the only object remaining. He stood up and dusted himself off as his clothing changed into a formal suit. He was then in a change room and Vic was there, similarly dressed, adjusting Harry’s bow tie with the expected meticulous precision. Vic inspected him and gave a nod in approval as Harry silently gestured towards him, Vic patting at his chest to indicate that whatever he had was in his top pocket. Harry sighed nervously before indicating he was ready.

They were then in the altar of a church, family and friends seated before them, all attentively waiting for the bride to enter. Hannah entered, perfect in white, her tall, slim body gliding slowly up the aisle. She faced Harry in front of the priest, her eyes locked on her soon-to-be husband. The priest’s mouth moved in a few seconds of quick words before silently gesturing to Harry for the rings. Vic handed them over and they were exchanged as silent vows danced on the lips of the bride and groom. The priest held up his hands in an appeal to god before returning his gaze to Harry and Hannah, motioning them together with wide arms. With a kiss the ceremony was over, and the bride and groom found themselves standing on the steps in front of the church.

Family and friends were pressed by the photographer to gather around. Harry saw them all, his mother, his sister, aunties, uncles and cousins, all forming on his side, Hannah’s family all present on hers. His friends were there too, the ones close to him at least, grinning and joking as they moved into position. His uncle Richard was standing behind the photographer, obstinately refusing to move into frame despite Aunt Ruth’s insistence, her resolve fading into angry acceptance before she put on a smile for the camera.

The photographer’s flash washed over the gathered crowd and they began to move about and engage in conversation with one another. Harry then saw the groom look to the right and watched as a gentle smile crept across his doppelganger’s face. He followed the direction of the gaze until he saw the ghostly apparition of his long-dead father standing under a tree. The ghost beamed with pride and happiness and gave the gentlest of nods to his son. The groom smiled and returned the nod before focusing his attention back on his bride.

Harry didn’t spot Mr Huang until he had walked over to appear next to him in the street.

‘Harry, when the time comes, trust Huang’s Jewellers to provide the perfect ring for your perfect day.’ Mr Huang bowed beneficently before slowly fading from view. As Harry looked back to the wall, he saw it was once again an empty black space.

It was amazing work, the best he had seen. Harry turned to Hannah and motioned towards her in an effort to get her impression of what had just happened. He remembered though, she hadn’t seen what he had seen. Instead, her aug had fed her an unknowable alternate stream of sights and sounds.

Hannah was lost in the play of images projected in front of her, the tailored reality of whatever the advertisers thought would get her attention holding her in its information-powered fist. Harry focused his attention on her, her mouth slightly opened in a gentle, amused smile.

She was beautiful. And he was certainly a good fit. But marriage? It was as though his augmentor had read the subconscious thoughts that had just begun to creep into his mind. That was impossible, the thoughts weren’t there as far as he knew, but what had he done, he who was always so careful about expressing his intentions, that led to the telco figuring out that marriage had become an option?

He was in trouble. The algorithm, whatever it was, had clearly concluded that it was approaching the time when he and Hannah would be thinking about marriage. The signs could be invisible to him, his perspective limited as it was to his own point of view. The aggregated data of hundreds of millions of users was available to the marketing analysts, and clearly someone had built a signature out of the patterns in the metadata, which determined where he and Hannah were at in their relationship.

He hadn’t said anything to anyone, not even to Vic, and there had been no hints from any of his friends or family that it was time. Time of course could have been a factor, how long they had been together. The eighteen months of monogamous romantic entanglement could be a marker on a probability scale of relationship seriousness. It could also be combined with the gradual overlapping of their social-network graphs as their lives became more intertwined. Or the proportion of nights spent together as opposed to sleeping alone. The increase or decrease in the exchange of gifts. The types of dates they were going on. How comfortable each was with displaying themselves in the real in front of one another. Any of a number of things. But more likely a combination of them all. Mr Huang had clearly spent money on this ad and whoever peddled it to him had put together a very sophisticated algorithm which had picked up on those first subtle hints that Hannah might well be the one.

For all his knowledge and attempts to hide his intentions from the all-seeing eye linked to his sensory system, Harry had been caught out. His cleverness had not been enough—he was a human and in matters of the heart most people followed a well-worn path from awkward introduction to adjacent burial plots. But caught out in what? His mind wasn’t made up, there were no intentions for the aug to read.

Hannah turned to look at him. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘What are you staring at?’

‘You. You look fantastic tonight,’ Harry said.

Hannah twirled, delighted. ‘Thank you,’ she said, finishing the movement with an exaggerated courtesy. ‘Do you notice anything different?’

‘I dunno, let me take a proper look.’ Harry took a step back until she filled his view. As he did, his aug whispered quietly ‘launch pattern matcher?’ to him. Harry double blinked and the app launched as he slowly scanned her body.

‘I’ve seen those shoes before, you wore them a month ago. Legs are the same, good to see them out.’

She let out a small laugh.

As his eyes tracked upwards, he caught sight of the short red dress billowing out from her slender waist. His aug had beaten him to it, the dress was outlined in his vision, it was new.

‘It’s the dress. I don’t think I’ve seen the dress before.’

‘The dress is new but it’s not the dress,’ she said. ‘Look harder.’

‘Your breasts look bigger, but that might just because I haven’t seen them for so long.’

She squealed as she hit him in the shoulder.

Harry looked up to catch the smile, her perfect white teeth shining brightly against her fair skin, long dark hair wildly framing her face. His aug had noticed something though and had drawn a small translucent circle around each eye.

‘Harry,’ his aug whispered in his ear, ‘it appears that Hannah has changed her eye colour.’

Harry mouthed the word ‘off’ before leaning in for a closer look. Those wonderful, unique olive eyes he’d stared into a thousand times were now blue.

‘You’re wearing new eyes.’

‘Yes!’ she said. ‘I’ve always wanted to give it a go, but I’ve finally taken the plunge. Do you like it?’

‘Yeah, they’re great,’ Harry said in his most enthusiastic tone.

His aug knew that it was not. As Harry responded to the question his aug picked up on the downward shift of his eyes, a slight backwards lean, hands moving towards one another. The aug responded by changing his facial mask, the face seen by everyone else, to cover the micromovements and hide the lie. If Hannah had been running an analytic suite, she might have noticed something in the microseconds between his first movements and the aug’s response, but she clearly wasn’t. She beamed at Harry’s response.

‘It’s not permanent of course, it’s just a three-week contract, more like picking a makeup line than a proper change to my baseline appearance. But who knows? After that I might stick with it.’

‘I can’t believe I didn’t notice before, I’m so sorry,’ he said.

‘I could say something about you looking at me everywhere but my face, but truth is I only switched while we were in the taxi. You were so entranced by whatever you were watching when we stepped out that I had to be a little less subtle.’

‘I appreciate the help,’ Harry said. The initial surprise had worn down, his first response now over, the aug returning his public face to a truer reflection of his current emotional state. The whole exchange occurred between the augs in the heads of all the people who could see Harry, and he had no awareness of the charade taking place on his behalf. ‘Shall we walk for a bit? The restaurant is this way.’

‘Yeah.’ Hannah hugged Harry’s arm and they moved off slowly.

The city at night was a feast of colour. A new installation in front of the Caleton building was a giant Greek warrior made from a fountain of rising mist, the colours shifting from bright blue as it erupted from two spouts below his ankles before moving through the spectrum until it faded to the softest of pinks as it evaporated high above his head. A dog ran through the warrior’s legs and tried to bite the coloured mist, the coloured air swirling visibly around him. The child giving chase was imploring it to stop.

Harry thought about what he had seen. It was a masterpiece of advertising. In four minutes he had been taken on an ultra-realistic ride through his own future featuring all of the people dearest to him. The advertisement had picked out his and Hannah’s tastes and habits to create and flawlessly present a perfect proposal and wedding day. It had captured the mannerisms of the supporting cast from Vic’s fastidiousness to Uncle Richard’s aversion to anything which put him in the frame. And it had topped all of this off with the vision of his father, the person who Harry would most want to be present, proudly approving of his union with Hannah from beyond the grave.

His second thought was that it must have cost them a lot to put the ad together. The agency responsible must have, at the very least, paid for full profiles of both himself and Hannah as well as summaries for the friends who appeared as invited guests. This meant it had come from a specialist agency, one tasked with finding consumers for high-value items designed to meet their specific needs.

As he thought about it the whole thing made more sense. A marriage was one of the most expensive events in a young adult’s life and investing in advertising early made sense if your portfolio included clients across the range of wedding services. They would all pay for privileged access to consumers before their competitors. Harry realised that he could expect follow-ups from the full range of wedding products over subsequent weeks and that they would all flow from the agency that had bought the rights to advertise exclusively to him.

It was also one of only a few moments in a consumer’s life where brand loyalty was up for grabs, where dramatic changes in circumstances led to changes in patterns of consumption. He’d been through one five years earlier, when he’d moved out of home, and in the year between leaving the nest and settling into his habits in his own apartment he’d been subjected to a barrage of tailored ads for things he never knew he needed. There was, however, nothing in that experience which prepared him for this.

It struck him that this was all predicated by a conclusion which he had not yet formed: that he planned to propose to Hannah sometime in the near future. While he had been with her for a long time and planned to continue, he certainly hadn’t discussed the possibility of marriage with her or anyone else. He couldn’t point to any specific event that could have been sent through his aug to the telco that would lead an algorithm to conclude that he was thinking about marriage. The fact that he had no such plans made that a certainty.

It had to have been something subtler. From his own work, he knew that these types of conclusions were based on probabilities built from observations of human behaviour. Even if the thought was yet to materialise in his own mind, he was surely set on the path well-trodden by so many others.

‘I’m getting hungry,’ Hannah said. ‘You are planning on feeding me tonight, aren’t you?’

‘Of course, my darling.’ He leant in and kissed her on the temple. ‘Just working up your appetite. We’re almost there.’

‘We’re going to Sarah’s, right?’

‘Yeah, if that’s ok with you?’

‘Perfect,’ she said. ‘And close, which is more important right now.’

Sarah’s was a favourite of theirs, a mix of quality and atmosphere without any pretence of a fine-dining experience. They compromised a distinct theme for range, their menu was among the most comprehensive in town but lacked any heritage, real or contrived.

‘Ah, Harry, Hannah, good to see you back again,’ said the man Harry’s aug told him was named George.

‘You too, George,’ Harry said. He couldn’t remember meeting the man before. ‘Just a table for the two of us.’

‘Of course, this way.’ He motioned the two of them to a table by the window and they took their seats.

As they sat, Hannah set to work on the menu straight away. Her mouth issued silent commands making dishes appear in front of her. She swiped the starters away as they appeared in front of her until stopping on a bowl of vegetable soup.

‘Can we order the starters straight away? I’m starving.’

‘Absolutely.’ Harry issued his own commands until a bowl of cheesy fries was projected in front of him. ‘Easy done, an old favourite.’

‘You know that’s not good for you,’ Hannah said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘That. It’s all cheese and potatoes. It’s not good for you.’

‘But it’s not cheese and potatoes, it’s made of the same goop every meal is. The nutrient content is the same, it’s just the appearance and flavour and smell that’s changed.’

‘Yeah, but the brain senses the difference. Your metabolism responds differently when it senses fatty and excessively sweet foods and builds fat.’

Harry’s brow grew heavier. ‘I’m not an expert but I don’t really see how that’s possible. There needs to be a mechanism that would allow that and I don’t think there is one. I’m pretty sure that the aug calculates your dietary needs for the day and interfaces with wherever you’re getting food to dish out what you need for the day. The taste and appearance and all is just the aug interacting with your senses, all that the prepper does is control temperature and shape and texture. Oh, and of course nutrient content based on what you need and what you’ve eaten.’

‘I don’t dispute that,’ Hannah said. ‘I know how it works, I studied biology when I was at university, remember? But there is this new idea, one which is getting support from a lot of people, which looks at the sensory cues and what your brain expects to be eating. So, if you eat, for example, cheesy fries, your brain expects you to be eating fat and prepares the body hormonally to produce body fat. When it doesn’t get what it is expecting, it affects your health.’

‘Maybe. But I doubt it. I’ve been eating cheesy fries all my life and put nothing into my body except perfectly nutritionally balanced food in line with scientifically established guidelines. If my brain were building up a correlation between what it’s sensing and what goes into my body, it still wouldn’t work.’

‘It goes back further than that though, back to the parts of us that evolved when we were cavemen. We haven’t changed that much since then.’

‘I’m not sure our caveman ancestors were big eaters of cheesy fries.’

That was a mistake. Her new eyes widened and her mouth puckered. She made no attempt to hide her response as she stared straight at him.

‘Sorry, my bad. It’s ok, I’ll order something else, I can see that this is important to you.’

Her face softened in relief. Harry messaged George through his aug and he came over. Hannah got her soup, and Harry ordered a salad.

The awkward silence that followed was something Harry was starting to get used to. They’d gotten along so well for the first year, it was only these last six months where they were settling into one another that the differences had started to flare up. Maybe that was it, the aug picking up on the increase in arguments, the two of them hitting some threshold in disagreements which marked a transition to something serious. It was an intriguing idea, and Harry started musing on the mechanisms behind the algorithm. It couldn’t be anything picked out of the conversation: they were protected by the old privacy laws and none of the content got back to the telcos. If someone had built a signature for arguments, it must have been something in the emotional response markers sent in the metadata streams and some sort of locational correlation between the two of them. It was certainly a candidate.

Hannah broke the silence.

‘So, what are you thinking about for the main?’ she asked.

‘Um, maybe the chicken breast?’

‘It’s ok, Harry, you can have what you want, I don’t want to argue.’

‘No, it’s my fault, I know you spend a lot of time reading up on this sort of thing. At the very least eating healthier isn’t going to do me any harm.’

Hannah smiled at that. ‘I’ll send you some links you can take a look at, check out both sides of the argument before making your mind up.’ She reached over and took his hand.

George came back with the entrees and wine and took their orders for the main. Harry’s salad was unsatisfying, but he put up a good show of enjoying it. After all, it was all the same goop, just rearranged and flavoured.

The night went better from then on. Harry thought about it and realised he could compromise on diet if it came to that. She was after all a fantastic catch, maybe even too good for him. In the beginning he’d wondered what she’d seen in him. Whatever it was she hadn’t wavered, even for a moment, and he appreciated that.

‘How’s this for a compromise,’ Hannah said after they finished their meal. ‘Chocolate cake for both of us.’

Harry made a show of considering the proposition carefully before he gave a gentle nod. ‘I think that’s probably a good idea.’

‘It’s settled then.’ She called George back over and ordered for them both.

‘So are you coming back to mine tonight?’ Harry asked after George had left.

‘I can’t, sorry,’ Hannah replied. ‘You know, early start tomorrow, for the show on Saturday. I know it’s been a long time, but I’ve been busy.’

Maybe that was it, the aug had detected that the sex had dried up and marriage had become inevitable.

‘Oh, I meant to tell you, I have ordered a tuxedo for you, I’ll send it through now.’

Hannah mouthed silent commands and her eyes flickered before an icon appeared in Harry’s vision, his aug telling him that the suit had arrived. He filed it away for Saturday night.

‘Got it,’ he said. Their cake arrived and he attacked it greedily. It was the first thing he’d enjoyed eating that night.

‘I hope you don’t mind but I think I should head straight back home.’

‘It’s all good, I understand.’

‘Thank you, Harry.’ Her new eyes could still cut straight to his core.

Harry signalled George for his bill and the figure popped up in his vision. His augmentor prepared a review for him based on his experience which he approved and he passed on a tip to George based on what it told him was appropriate. He took Hannah’s hand and they walked out into the street.

‘You know, I think that while we’re in the mood to compromise you should at least let me keep you company on the ride back to your place.’

Hannah bit her lip as the taxi pulled up beside them. ‘I think I can do that for you,’ she said.


2

There were still places you could go about your business unnoticed, even in a surveilled society. These places served the needs of the individual whose tastes fell outside those offered by mainstream society as well as the needs of the state by containing the behaviour somewhere out of sight. These places, not connected to the AugNet, had rules of their own. The most important of these was anonymity.

Vanessa found herself in one of these places. The converted dockside warehouse had no security. If you knew how to find your way here, you knew better than to misbehave. There was a code, cultural protocols which made this place run smoothly, and anyone who broke the rules would find themselves kicked out, never to return.

The small door leading inside was made of corrugated iron, rusted around the edges, and it caught the wind as Vanessa turned the stiff handle. She grabbed it, pulling it behind her, and closed it carefully as she stepped inside.

Inside the door was a long corridor lit only by a band of light at ground level, which offered enough of a glow to show the way but not enough to provide any substantial illumination. There were hints of doors along the corridor to the left and right, gaps in the bands of light, but they were blank and anonymous.

She was greeted by an avatar, a white disc of a face, floating in the air in front of her.

‘Hello, Vanessa, welcome back,’ the face said. It had a neutral aspect which stripped it of most of its humanness, the ever-so-slightly feminine voice the only compromise to social expectation.

Vanessa responded with a nod and kept walking. The face moved with her, floating down the corridor, maintaining eye contact the whole time.

‘What can we do for you tonight?’

‘Same as always,’ Vanessa said. ‘Female, fem, slim, sub, casual, in and out in under an hour.’

‘Thank you. This way please.’ The request was logged with the club, along with her details for the night.

Vanessa herself was wearing her long blond hair out, her short, tight black dress matching her nails and lipstick, all expressing an aggressive and confident femininity which always served her well in this place. She was directed to the fourth door on her left, to a room the club determined would meet her needs the best. The avatar stood between her and the door, a payment authorisation flashing before her.

Vanessa made the payment, the funds clearing her secondary account instantly.

All the bars looked the same inside, but the clientele changed, each guest guided to a room where their preferences could be accommodated, increasing the odds that everyone would find some company quickly and easily. It was a numbers game after all, and the club made sure that everyone could find what they needed.

The room itself was small, perhaps forty women standing around high tables and at the bar. There was a soft, neutral illumination coming from every wall which provided enough light to let everyone see each other while eliminating the sharp contrast of shadows.

As she entered, a dozen pairs of eyes fell on her, some in quick appraisals which were instantly eliminated as their profiles were exchanged by the club, others hanging longer, searching out for the subtler attributes, making way for the human side of attraction to assert itself. The combination of instinct and algorithms made short work of the process. Supply and demand, the player as both customer and product, the club a marketplace where transactions could be easily undertaken in good faith and safety.

In Vanessa’s vision, she saw her possible candidates highlighted, four women alone, all matching the parameters she’d fed to the club.

The first, hanging on tightly to a high table, was a petite blonde in a pants suit scanning the room. As Vanessa appraised her their eyes locked before the woman moved on, glancing through others around the room as if in sequence, failing to keep her attention in any one place. Nervous, that’s good, but perhaps a bit flighty. Nice, but perhaps too serious, too much work for the time available.

Vanessa moved on, browsing past the first woman to her next target. This one had found one of the room’s few shadows, deep in a corner, only standing out because of the illuminating targeting halo projected in Vanessa’s vision. This woman was young, pretty enough, and staring nervously at Vanessa from across the room. She was thin, probably only just old enough to be here, deep brown hair falling over her blue eyes, fair skin dotted with freckles but without any makeup. Perfect.

Vanessa gave the slightest smile before moving towards her. The girl dropped hers as she realised what was happening but made no attempt to move, standing up from the against the wall to her true height, slightly taller than Vanessa. When Vanessa reached her, she placed her hand gently on the girl’s arm.

‘Hi, I’m Vanessa,’ she said.

‘Mirella,’ the girl replied.

‘I almost didn’t see you in the corner here, but I’m glad I did.’

‘I don’t like to stand out. To be honest, I don’t do this a lot.’

‘That’s ok, I do. I can help you.’ Vanessa moved her arm around Mirella’s waist. ‘Why don’t we sit down, that couch is free.’

‘Actually, I don’t have a lot of time. I was wondering if we could just . . . you know.’

Vanessa had been in the bar less than two minutes. A personal best. She suppressed the smile as she replied. ‘Sure, we can do whatever you want.’

Mirella nodded and Vanessa took her hand and guided her back out into the hall.

The floating face was waiting for them outside the bar. As it moved away from them Vanessa and Mirella followed, Vanessa keeping the pace leisurely to show that she was still in control. It guided them to a side corridor and through the first door, opening it automatically as the women approached. Vanessa approved the new transaction sent by the club and the women went inside.

The room opened on three sides to a beachfront vista, waist-high wooden walls demarking the space while allowing an unobstructed view of the bay. Gentle waves breathed rhythmically on the night-time shore, the Milky Way visible on the horizon providing the only illumination. There was no one else in view and no sounds to be heard.

The door closed behind them. Along the other wall was a bed and the door they’d come through, otherwise the room was empty. There were no distractions here, no gadgets, nothing to take the focus of the women away from one another.

Vanessa walked Mirella over to the side wall, perching herself on the banister. ‘Do you like it here?’ she said.

‘Yes, it’s lovely,’ Mirella replied.

‘It’s one of my favourite places in this joint.’

‘You’ve been here before?’

‘Yes, I come here pretty often.’

Mirella’s eyes dropped as Vanessa spoke.

‘That’s ok, isn’t it?’

‘Oh yes, it’s perfect. I mean . . . I don’t . . . I mean, I’ve never been here, but it’s good that you have.’ She smiled gently.

‘It’s ok, just follow me, I’ll look after you.’

Vanessa stood so that she was facing Mirella. Even in the heels she was a few centimetres shorter and had to look up to meet her eyes. Mirella returned the gaze with the intensity of that first look in the club before her eyes slowly moved downwards, first along Vanessa’s neck and then to her breasts, barely contained by the tight dress. Vanessa turned so that her back was to the other woman and took Mirella’s hand, placing it on her own hip, guiding her up her body until it reached the zipper between her shoulder blades. Mirella paused a moment before unzipping the dress. Vanessa slipped her shoulders out, pushing the dress down past her hips, bending over as she did, and moving slowly to allow Mirella to look, to take it all in. She wore nothing underneath, and as she turned to face Mirella once again, she saw the other woman swallow nervously.

Vanessa moved Mirella’s hands back to her hips and took her right hand to the other woman’s face. She leant in slowly and gently kissed her before disengaging, their foreheads touching as they caught one another’s eyes.

‘You doing ok?’ Vanessa asked.

Mirella nodded. She moved a hand up Vanessa’s body until it was cupping her breast. Vanessa smiled and leant in again, this time kissing harder, more aggressively, slipping her tongue past the soft lips until she found Mirella’s own. That triggered something in Mirella and she pushed back, falling with her onto the bed, all the time keeping a firm lock on her lips. Vanessa felt Mirella’s tongue move into her mouth, then lengthen, hardening, and transforming. It pressed against the back of Vanessa’s throat and she gagged.

She pulled back, forcing Mirella off her and the younger woman sprang up. She opened her mouth wide, hissed through sharp teeth, reptilian tongue protruding from where her own should be. She let out a high-pitched laugh before Harry’s aug abruptly closed the simulation.

 

‘Motherfucker!’ Harry said as his aug pulled him out of the application. He rubbed his eyes and sat up from the couch, the shock of the abrupt change in location gradually fading as he took in the familiar sights of his apartment. His aug displayed his heartbeat and respiration; up, to be sure, but according to the analysis, well below anything that needed intervention. He brought his breathing under control and his vitals faded from view.

His aug brought up a dialogue to lodge a complaint with the club. Harry didn’t bother; anyone who had the software to get in was likely to be anonymising their real ID. The club’s algorithms would pick up the abrupt disconnection and bump the user. She, or more likely he, would be back soon with a new ID and would find another victim.

It went with the territory—the flexibility the club gave you to have control of your appearance meant that this sort of thing was always a possibility. Harry closed the complaint with a frustrated sweep of his hand.

It was third time this month that he’d found himself in the company of a troll. He had been spending more time at the club lately, so it was a game of probabilities approaching certainty that he’d been encountering more of them. In the world of anonymous online hook-ups, it was common enough to come across those who were there to live out darker fantasies, to get their pleasure out of someone else’s suffering. They would spend a few nights building up a status, playing the role of the passive newcomer, before launching a predatory attack on someone. There were never prosecutions for the harm done because it was nearly impossible to trace any activity back to a real-life person. Besides, his aug always pulled him out when things got hairy, and it wasn’t like a real assault in the real world. It was just a risk you took to get your rocks off and you had to expect a bad encounter occasionally.

Harry thought about bringing some girls up in his vision but he wasn’t in the mood anymore. First Hannah working him up before heading home, and now this. Get used to it, Harry. If you get married you can kiss the time in the simulations goodbye. Whether he was going to use Vanessa again didn’t really matter.

He stood with a stretch, getting used to his own body again, taking in the environment of his small apartment. He could see the night-time streetscape out his large window. The city was still alive, flashing lights firing their messages to the citizens far below.

Harry’s apartment was a standard-allocation single-person studio; an open room with a screen dividing off his sleeping space, with a bathroom in a separate room. He’d recently had his floors redone in teak and had replaced his modern white couch with a chesterfield adding what he thought was a sophisticated touch to his living space. The queen bed was simple and solid, dark mahogany posts matching the drawers to its side. He still had the room styled with a sporting theme—large, framed photographs of his favourite athletes hanging from the walls. Signed memorabilia sat on top of every flat surface, the most desirable and most costly set in a glass-and-wood cabinet standing opposite the entry.

Harry walked into the bathroom and his aug cut all augmented sensory information. He saw the world with his own eyes for the first time that day, and in a flash he was out of his dinner clothes and standing in his greys and slippers. Harry caught himself in the mirror and spent some time looking at his real face. He looked tired and needed to shave. His black hair was showing the first speckles of grey, his face was rough, the scar on his chin was still where he’d left it.

‘You’re getting old, Harry,’ he said.

It was a small relief that he couldn’t see his face in the real when he turned away.

‘Keep the feed off, I need to clean.’

‘Yes, Harry,’ his aug replied.

Home was the one place where someone was permitted to turn off the augmented layer that painted the world with colours and smells and tastes and sounds. There were no ads at home anyway, except the ones you could see out the window or the ones that came along with other content you were viewing. Nothing was tracked inside a private home. The respite was gifted by the telcos, a free ride where you could use your hardware without the obligation of exposure to advertising.

Harry had an unaugmented view of his apartment as well. The window and its view were gone, replaced with a blank white wall, and the pictures he’d purchased had similarly disappeared. His memorabilia was still there, albeit in the form of simple blocks of plastic printed into shapes approximating the objects they had been. His floor had returned to functional linoleum and his furniture to the base allocation of printed plastic, foam and fabric cast in the same grey as his underclothes.

He didn’t get to cleaning, instead he walked back over to the couch and lay down. With the aug off there was a silence to be enjoyed, not just of sound, but a silence of sight. Harry stared up at the pattern of the concrete rendering in the bare roof and let his eyes go out of focus, the muscles relaxing, the brain making no attempt to process any of the signals streaming in.

‘Harry, I need you to calm yourself. Breathe a little more deeply, a little more slowly, and slow your mind. I want you to close your eyes, and to breathe in to the count of four, hold for two seconds, and breathe out to the count of four. In two three four, hold two, out two three four.’

In, hold, out. Relaxing into the cushioning, no stimulation, nothing to worry about. Harry closed his eyes and quietened his mind.

A message flashed in his vision. Harry let out a frustrated growl. ‘What is it?’ he said.

‘Hannah has posted a video of you. It is trending among your social group.’

‘Ok, let me see it.’

A box came into existence and filled his vision half a metre in front of Harry’s face. Inside was a moving diorama of the exterior of Sarah’s restaurant, music penned by some long-dead European pulsing in the background. Harry and Hannah walked into view from the left hand in hand, mouths moving in conversation, Hannah laughing at some unheard joke, Harry guiding Hannah in before they were both greeted by George at the door. They were shown to their table in the window, Harry holding the chair out for Hannah and kissing her on the cheek as they sat. She reached up and touched his face.

Harry sat and called George over, confidently ordering their meals immediately. There was thirty seconds of what must have been hilariously charming conversation by Harry followed by Hannah self-consciously covering up to hide her hearty open-mouthed laugh. Their starters arrived together and were enthusiastically greeted by both diners. They each took a bite, made motions of approval, before the plates faded from view and the main courses arrived. There was delight at the quality of the food and it was greedily consumed. Once again, the meals faded quickly and George returned, receiving nods of approval from Harry and Hannah. George motioned a question with a raised eyebrow and Hannah paused, holding her stomach before smiling and nodding again. George produced two pieces of chocolate cake and presented them to the diners. Their faces lit up as they downed the first bite. The cakes faded and they both sat back in their chairs clearly satisfied, laughing and exchanging loving looks before they rose and walked outside, Harry’s arm around Hannah’s shoulder this time. The image moved to follow the couple and Harry hailed a taxi. As he guided Hannah inside, text appeared prominently in front of the scene:

Sarah’s



Where life happens



The miniature Harry in the diorama flashed a wink at the viewer before climbing into the taxi himself. The scene faded and the box moved to a corner of the room. It replayed in a silent loop.

‘So much for the early night,’ Harry said to himself.

The restaurant would have done most of the work of course, stitching together the night and packaging it up as an endorsement for Hannah to fire off into the net, picked up and fed to those who had an interest in their lives. But she had been the one who had taken out the scowls, the long silences, Harry’s disappointed look when he realised that he wasn’t getting any that night. Reality had merely provided the bones of the show.

Comments were flowing in, her friends mainly, faces popping up and floating around the looping story, the replay of one of his cohort’s social highlights of the night attracting plenty of attention.

‘Oh my god you two are perfect together!’ ‘I’ve got to try that place, it looks amazing.’ ‘So that’s where you were tonight ;)’ ‘Meal looked great but by the looks of it we missed the best part at the end!’ ‘You look great Hannah, are those new eyes?!’

‘Turn it off,’ Harry said. ‘Actually, no.’ Harry sat up straight and set his face with his best cheeky grin. ‘Comment: Great night tonight, babe. Looking forward to Saturday!’

‘Done, Harry.’

Harry crashed back into the couch. ‘Now you can turn it off.’

But there was more to do. Harry hadn’t checked his feeds all night, the meal with Hannah and the aborted attempt in the club had taken all his attention.

‘Show me my feeds, messages first, then social, just the main stuff, nothing too deep. Then local news and sport.’

There was just one message, from his mother, an update on her trip to the coast punctuated with images of her and her new boyfriend frolicking in the waves. Harry gestured to set it to play in the corner of his vision with the audio coming through. His aug brought up a succession of text and video boxes in the rest of his view. He closed most of it immediately with a touch of his finger, it was mostly crap that for some reason his friends thought the rest of the world needed to know about. There were quotes and pictures and issues and ideas and stories which, when passively consumed and actively shared, were meant to make a bold statement about the identity of the sharer. Often a single line comment would anchor the link between the content and the poster.

‘In future, filter out anything with a comment that just says ‘this’ with an exclamation mark. No, scratch that, I might miss something that’ll come back to bite me.’ It felt satisfying for Harry to say it, even if it was only heard by his aug.

There were a few videos of friends’ nights out, some scripted similarly to Hannah’s post, others spontaneous examples of tomfoolery and banter, none of it worth much attention. Still, Harry threw out likes and smiles and high fives where appropriate, reinforcing social bonds and handing out attention by the spoonful to those who needed it.

One image in his field caught his attention, a cartoon image of a buff, bearded garden gnome, posted by his friend Adam. It had gotten a lot of positive attention despite there being no context provided with the post.

‘What’s this one?’ he asked his aug.

‘It opens an overlay package, sights and sounds only. It is certified as not being harmful but contains adult content.’

‘Ok, open it up.’

A disco ball dropped from Harry’s ceiling and the lights went out. Coloured lamps spun, illuminating the room and atmospheric electronic music faded in from the direction his kitchen. Garden gnomes, half the height of Harry, appeared in the middle of his apartment and started slowly swaying with the beat. They were all shirtless, their bodies streaked with glowing paint, but without exception they were wearing their coloured pointed hats.

Harry stood up from his couch and walked among the gnomes. They gave him grins and thumbs up as he walked past but otherwise made way for him, almost as though they knew that they were guests in his home.

A DJ gnome behind his deck floated up from the floor, hands swaying gently the air as the slow beats increased in volume, headphones styled like ceramic plant pots covering both ears. He wore an oversized chain supporting a gold plate with the words DJ GNOMEY spelled out in diamonds. He was dressed identically to the assembled crowd.

The gnomes danced their way to the front of the DJ before his hands dropped and he made the change. Where there had been the soft sways there were now violent pulses, the music increasing in tempo and volume as the dancers erupted. They shook in unrestrained ecstasy, arms flailing, whistles blowing, thirty sweaty, hairy, shirtless gnomes thrashing and grinding all around Harry.

He found himself the subject of attention of three of the revellers, they were facing him and dancing at him, their movements suggestive but still taking place outside his personal envelope. One was looking up with lustful eyes, his attention firmly fixed on Harry as he moved to the beat, the lip bite visible through the grey beard.

Harry held his hand to his face and started laughing uncontrollably. ‘Come on, dance with me!’ the gnome implored, never once averting his eyes. Harry stood there shaking with laughter, his hand partially covering his face, peeking out at the absurd scene in his living room. It took him two minutes to get control of himself again.

‘Turn it off,’ he said. The music faded out and his apartment returned to the unaugmented mode it had been before he’d launched the application.

‘Play me the vision where I’ve got the gnomes around me, third person view.’ His aug complied, and Harry saw himself, a giant surrounded by gyrating gnomes, coyly avoiding eye contact with his admirer while he struggled to control his laughter. ‘Alright, package the whole thing up, send it to Adam, auto delete after one play.’

‘Do you have a message along with the images?’

‘Yes. Tell him: You’re an idiot, I can’t believe I opened that. Send.’

The reply came quickly.

You can call me names all you want but I know you loved it. Anyhow, still out, catch you tomorrow night.

Harry sank back into the couch. The night hadn’t been a write-off after all. He was hungry though. Maybe there was some sense in what Hannah had said about food—his body had taken what looked and tasted like salad and he wasn’t satisfied.

‘Make me a hotdog, cheese and mustard and pickles and onions.’ His prepper started whizzing.

No, it wasn’t not possible. As he mulled over the conversation the absurdity of it all hit him solidly. Sitting across from her, looking at her face, the lines of her body, of course he had wanted to show an open mind just to avoid an argument. But now, sitting in the blankness of his apartment, the argument didn’t make sense. A century of nutritional science was behind what the preppers put out, and a key foundation of the entire system was that if you could afford it you could enjoy it without consequences. It didn’t matter that the idea was popular, it was illogical and idiotic and undermined the freedom that they all enjoyed.

It was just a fad, and Harry knew Hannah would get over it. But if they were to marry then he’d need to figure out a better way to counter these arguments. Hell, it was more likely that the algorithm was right than he was, and he had to concede that it was probably going to happen.

The prepper dinged to let Harry know that it was finished. He walked over and opened the door, removing the plate and placing it on the table. In the middle of the plate was a beige hotdog-shaped object smelling slightly of steamed bread, devoid of any colour.

‘Aug, sensory feed on.’ Harry’s apartment was once again clad in teak and leather, the sounds of the outside world below creeping in. The beige blob in front of him transformed into a hotdog and gave and off a rich, fatty smell.
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It was easy enough to tell who was hooked in and who was available. The ones who were on a task had their screens up, partitioned off from the rest of the floor, the space where they and their desks should be replaced with a garden or a landscape or whatever it was they had set as the signal of their unavailability. It made the floor space look like a mishmash of clashing vistas, but it was important that the analysts had the freedom to express themselves in their workplace even when they were out of the world.

Harry wasn’t one of the ones working. He was leaning back in his chair, feet up on his desk, and eyes cast to the ceiling, musing over the problem he was facing.

‘Aug, call up the literature on marriage for me, specifically stuff on the theory of the signatures for this type of detection. Don’t limit yourself—go for all identifiers, primary and aggregated —any way that anyone has ever tried to predict that marriage will be likely from the types of data we collect. And if we have any signatures ourselves, some old ones before that sort of stuff was outsourced, give me them, too.’

Files appeared in Harry’s vision. As his eyes scanned through them, he was provided a title and summary of the documents from the Cernet archives.

Marriage and Consumption Patterns: Estimating proportionality of brand loyalty in newly joined households. Abstract: As newly joined couples seek to establish stable consumption . . .

Opportunities for Expansion of Consumption Following Marriage. Abstract: The move from two single-occupancy residences to a shared habitation frees up income which can be used . . .

Motivation and Product Desire through Phases of Marriage. Abstract: Marriage follows predictable patterns from early accommodation to a honeymoon phase through children and . . .

Estimating Social Cues from Metadata to Establish Relationship Status. Abstract: While no two relationships are identical, there are a number of well-established social cues which can be . . .

Harry blinked twice at the file. His aug began to read the abstract to him.

‘. . . used to establish relationship status simply by examining standard patterns in the aggregated metadata of an individual. Through a combination of social-network analysis, geospatial colocation and temporal patterns, it is possible to highlight markers which give advertisers opportunities to develop signatures to pre-empt changes in relationship status. This paper aims to describe the patterns in metadata which can be used to describe relationships with the aim of equipping analysts with the tools to discover and deploy signatures in their algorithms.’

‘Stop. I don’t need the theory, I need something specific. Kind of like this but with descriptions of specific signatures, the signatures themselves if possible.’

A call came in for Harry. As he answered it he found himself sitting across from the image of Nicole Hearson, an analyst from the advertising company Tailored Margins.

‘Nicole, good to see you.’ Harry’s aug trawled through recent public posts relating to her. It aggregated the information.

‘Harry,’ his aug interjected, ‘she’s been on holiday, trekking through the mountains with a female friend, probably platonic, got back on Sunday.’

‘Likewise, Harry. How are you doing?’

‘Super. Back at sea level with the rest of us I see?’

‘Yeah, and back to the grind, never stops. I have an interesting one for you today.’

‘Ooh, you always bring me the good stuff. What do you have?’

‘One of our bodies, connected through you guys, has recently had a complete drop off in consumption. He still eats but that’s about it. Nothing is gaining any traction and we’re worried that we’re missing something.’

‘What have you found out so far?’

‘Well, from what I can see just going off the metadata, it looks like there is a minor change in social network with the addition of a few new peeps and a dramatic drop in the locations he’s been visiting. His personal communications remain roughly the same but what’s interesting is that his emotional range is off the charts. We’re weren’t pushing anything on him that should have been bringing him up and down like that and the moments of what we’ve categorised as bliss aren’t correlating with looks at marked advertising surfaces. Then there’s the terror.’

‘Really? Terror? Outside of a sim?’

‘Yeah, it’s crazy. There is no cause so far as we can see, nothing that we’re feeding through to him that could be generating those types of emotions. We figure it must be some sort of application he’s running, something non-standard that is maybe covering up the ads.’

‘If it were a new ad blocker we hadn’t seen, it would explain the lack of consumption but not the emotions you’re seeing.’

‘Exactly. He was a pretty good consumer before, seventy-first percentile, and we’ve got a contract with you to advertise to him for another year which, I will say, we have every intention of keeping. We can’t get full streams like you do, obviously, and know that the telcos have to consider customer privacy before engaging in this sort of thing, but I suspect he’s running something new. If he is, it’d be in both our interests to get on top of it before it spreads.’

Harry sat back and rubbed his chin. ‘It’s certainly worth a look. I’ll at least check the metadata and make a call as to whether he needs special treatment. Can I call you later today?’

‘Absolutely. Thanks, Harry!’

‘Thank you for bringing me something interesting. You have no idea how little productive work I’ve done today.’

Nicole laughed as she closed the link.

 

Harry called up the analytic application built by his employer, Cernet, and his aug set to work.

‘Subject is Wilson Star, find his basics for me please.’

‘Wilson Geoffrey Star,’ Harry’s aug said. ‘Thirty-eight years old, restaurant manager, divorced, no children. Good credit rating, consumption levels moderate to high for his demographic trending to very low three weeks ago.’

‘Ok, mark that. We have the who, and an approximate when, it’s a start. Whatever it was happened before then.’

Hypotheses, Harry. Start with an ad blocker.

‘Can we look at hits on advertising surfaces? Are his eyes tracking past the ads or are they still making stops? Go back three months.’

‘One moment.’ His aug interfaced with the Cernet databases. Within were logs containing all the dwells the Cernet users had made over the publicly assigned advertising surfaces. The codes painted on the physical surfaces, visible to the augs but covered up with advertising before reaching the consumer, were fed back in a metadata stream with the time, user ID, dwell time and emotional-response marker derived from the movements in the user’s face. From there they could be fed back to the advertising companies to establish what was working for each of their consumers. The aug pulled all the records for Wilson Star.

‘Average dwell time is down but number of ads observed is up.’

‘Weird. So, he’s seeing more ads but spending less time looking at each one?’

‘Correct.’

‘Can you chart that out for me on a timeline please? The whole three months. Daily averages for the dwell time, just the aggregate for the number of ads.’

Two lines appeared, one showing dwell time, the other the number of ads, with time marked along the X-axis. The lines followed a relatively stable pattern left to right before a crossing dramatically at a point twenty-seven days ago. Like the aug had said, dwell time dropped and number of hits increased at the same time. All within the space of a day.

‘Right, new temporal marker, today minus twenty-seven days. What was the date?’

‘Saturday, March four.’

‘Got it. What pattern of dwell time and hits do we normally see for an ad blocker?’

‘A fully effective ad blocker will reduce hits to zero, a partially effective one will reduce hits proportional to the level of effectiveness. Dwell time does not alter significantly.’

‘Would you agree that the pattern seen with this customer is not consistent with an ad blocker?’

‘Yes, Harry, it is not consistent with an ad blocker. An ad blocker would not result in an increase in hits and would not decrease dwell time.’

‘Thanks. The when is set, what’s next? Can we look at his geo data? Bring up his movements for the past two months this time, just the track on a map to start, I want to establish a range.’

A map was generated in his vision covering the extent of the city. A continuous line represented the path Wilson Star had taken over the past month, locations calculated by his aug as it connected to the Cernet network. Harry examined the knotted messes around his key locations while the aug traced the line through time, speedily traversing the route taken in two months of Wilson Star’s life in under a minute.

‘I’m not going to find anything in that mess. Highlight repeat locations, I want to eliminate his workplace and his home first.’

The aug set to work calculating his most visited locations. Home was easy, it was in his billing details, and the aug eliminated it straight away.

To find his work location the aug had to do a little more. Work for most people was reasonably temporally consistent, with most people working standard hours, while the shifts worked by others were outlined by labour laws. It quickly found a consistent pattern, five nine-hour blocks of continuous time where he was, for the most part, in the one location.

‘Bring up home and work time in an hour-day matrix, one day per column for the whole period.’

A calendar appeared, a column for each day running from zero to twenty-four, the hours at work and at home each blocked out in distinct colours. His work shifts were consistent, Wednesday to Sunday, from just before three in the afternoon until a little after midnight. He’d go straight home afterwards and stay there until normally about ten the next day. On his days off it was different, but he still spent a lot of time at home. Wilson Star didn’t have much of a life.

He looked back to his signpost, the twenty-seven-day mark when the change in add hits had occurred.

‘Take three to midnight Wednesday to Sunday and mark it as work time, exclude it from analysis. Then search the timeline for regular appointments, consistent absences from home location recurring on same days of the week, taking into consideration a possible change in pattern on March four.’

The application quickly processed the timeline looking for consistent patterns on days of the week.

‘Match found. Every Monday he is absent from home between ten am returning before two pm.’

‘Search the spatial record. Which locations is he visiting?’

‘Retail and entertainment sector, Central Market area.’

‘That’s not surprising, first day off, he’s probably doing his shopping. Split the time period into two parts, before the March four mark and afterwards. Any difference in time away from home?’

‘Average time away from home drops sixty per cent during the second period.’

‘Good. He’s kept up his pattern but is spending less time away. Do you conclude that the change in hours spent at the markets is consistent with the previously established time for change in behaviour?’

‘The change of time spent at location was first observed twenty-five days ago, the first Monday after the nominated change date.’

‘Excellent. So, the date is right but I still have no idea what happened. Anything else?’

‘There were changes in home time after March four on Mondays and Tuesdays. His earliest home time on those nights over the period was eight pm.’

‘Right, bring the map back up, plot his movements for midday to midnight on Mondays and Tuesdays after March four. Highlight home location.’

The map appeared in his vison once again. This time there were fewer lines, a less complex string of movement, his home location linked by his movement to only a few other places.

‘Next, colourise movement sectors and stationary ones. Eliminate any part of the track where he was moving outdoors. And get rid of any times he was at home.’

Large sectors of the tracks disappeared. Harry was left with a map overlayed with several knotted masses of lines correlating with buildings in town, the places where Wilson Star had been doing whatever he’d been doing. The aug defined twelve distinct places where the man had spent time over those periods. Each was outlined with a box, the name of the place at its side.

‘We’re finally getting somewhere. Get rid of the tracks, just show me the locations and how many distinct days he visited each of them.’

A number appeared in each of the boxes.

‘That one. Eight visits, one each Monday and Tuesday since March four, right?’

‘Correct.’

‘What’s there?’

‘A candle shop.’

‘A candle shop. Why was he visiting a candle shop?’

‘I don’t know, Harry.’

‘Ok, whatever. Go back, when else did he visit there?’

‘Tuesday, February twenty-eight, and Saturday, March four. No visits during the search period prior to that time.’

‘Got him. When was he there on the Saturday?’

‘Between nine in the morning and one in the afternoon.’

‘Four hours in a candle shop?’ Harry stopped and sat back in his chair and thought a moment before continuing. ‘The emotional spikes, the bliss and terror as Nicole put it, do you have that data? Just since March four.’

‘Yes. He has been registering abnormally high H8 and F7 consistently along with markedly elevated H4, F9 and F12. Eight of the other sixty tracked emotions exceed the ninetieth percentile.’

‘Define H8 and F7.’ Emotion wasn’t something he normally paid much attention to.

‘H8 is Happiness: serene happiness. F7 is Fear: crippling fear.’

‘And the others?’

‘H4 is Happiness: general optimism. F9 is Fear: flight response. F12 is Fear: general apprehension.’

‘Percentiles?’

‘H8 greater than 99, F7 greater than 99, H4 is 97, F9 is 96, F12 is 98.’

‘How can someone possibly be hitting high percentiles for optimism and apprehension over the same period?’

Harry waited for a response. ‘Aug, that was a question. What circumstances are consistent with this emotional range?’

‘Profile is consistent with several mental illnesses.’

‘And why hasn’t this been picked up?’

‘Cernet does not aggregate emotional metadata to determine mental-health status. Use of automated algorithms for this purpose is a violation of privacy laws.’

‘Oh yeah, that’s right. So, he has a mental illness?’

‘Not determined. Erratic emotional ranges derived from metadata can be said to be consistent with mental illness but are not in themselves diagnostic.’

Harry groaned in frustration. ‘Ok, well answer me this: these emotions, did they occur prior to the four hours on March four?’

‘There are no H8 or F7 emotional responses in the month prior to March four. These are, however, less common emotional responses and are rarely caused by advertising.’

‘So, he was normal?’ There was no response from his aug. ‘Call Nigel, I need to talk this out.’

Harry’s boss messaged back. ‘I’m three desks down, I’ll come by.’

Harry rubbed his eyes. ‘Drop the screen.’ The miniature castle which had masked Harry’s desk disappeared. Nigel walked up and leant against Harry’s desk.

‘What’s up?’ he said.

‘I got given this problem child by Nicole from Tailored Margins, regular dude who goes from a seventy-one to somewhere under five over the past month. Only it’s not a decline, it’s like a sudden drop, his consumption flatlined, like someone flipped a switch. I’m thinking maybe mental illness.’

‘Yeah, could be. But you said it was sudden?’

‘Yep. I can almost put it down to one incident over four hours.’

‘That makes it a little less likely. Mental illness normally comes on a little more slowly, it’s not something that flips overnight. Has he had a trauma, been to hospital or anything?’

‘Not that I could see.’

‘Well that’s what I’d expect to see for a sudden drop, maybe a head injury or exposure to something unpleasant. Not that it’s impossible, just weird.’

‘He sure is.’ Harry paused and ran his hand through his hair. ‘I think I’m going to have to go in.’

Nigel smiled. ‘Don’t make it sound like you weren’t planning it from the start. Package up what you’ve got, send it through and I’ll run it past the lawyers. Seems pretty straightforward though.’

‘At least with a clean break like this there isn’t a lot of ambiguity. Something has impacted his marketability and we need to diagnose the problem with him.’

‘It makes it easier. Take a break, then maybe jump back into the data, I should be able to get the authorisation signed in thirty minutes or so.’

With that Nigel turned and left. Harry’s aug put together an outline of the findings, and after giving it a quick read, he sent it off.

 

The authorisation came through after thirty-five minutes. As anticipated, there were no dramas; there was a clear drop in consumption and the company had an obligation to find out what had been happening.

Harry read the wording of the application. Standard stuff, authorisation for him only to access the sensory feed of Wilson Star for the sole purpose of diagnosing issues with the effectiveness of the advertising he was exposed to, as per his contract with the company. He was not to divulge personal information and was not to record anything of a personal nature for later use.

‘Aug, log the authorisation and link it to this session. Screen up, what is his status now?’

‘Wilson Star is at home.’

That meant they couldn’t pull up his sensory feed, a key protection of an individual’s privacy. Harry looked at his watch. ‘It’s two on a Friday afternoon, he should be leaving for work soon. Put a tag on his location, as soon as he leaves the front door of his apartment building I want to hook in.’

Harry used the time to examine Wilson Star’s social connections. There hadn’t been as marked a change, his messaging to other people was largely consistent, and all the additions to his social graph had been people who Harry could place at his restaurant either as employees or customers. It confirmed Harry’s assumption that Wilson Star had no life.

One thing the social-network analysis did was to confirm that the sudden mental illness hypothesis didn’t stack up. The metadata relating to his communications showed that he was keeping up contact with family members and his few friends, and from what Harry could tell there had been no change in the level of communications with people who were associated with his professional life. In all aspects of his life, apart from his emotional range and his consumption, he was functioning normally.

‘Harry, Wilson Star has left his apartment.’

‘Roger. Put the feelers out, see if he’s running anything that might get us noticed before I go in.’

Retrieving the sensory data running through a customer’s aug was standard practice by telcos like Cernet. Network technicians randomly dropped into feeds to check on how the network was working, particularly when they detected that load demand exceeded the requirements of the augmented layer. When that happened, they deployed temporary network access points on drones to fill the gaps. However, it meant that they needed to check in to make sure that the aug layer was seamlessly maintained, that the reality presented to the citizens was what they were meant to be seeing. The retrieval of sensory data gave the ground truth of the aug layer in an area, the remote observer using the customer’s eyes to make sure that reality matched what they believed was occurring.

The need for networks to randomly pick up feeds to check network status was a requirement of access going all the way back to the telephone days. For that reason, nobody really worried about it. But it did require that the network get access to the augs and send back a lot more data than was the case for the normal aug layer sharing that kept the network running. It also used a lot more power. While the networks still owned the hardware inside the heads of their customers and had backdoors into whatever they needed, tinfoil-hat types would occasionally install non-authorised software, which could detect when the telcos were watching and would block the traffic going out. There was nothing that could be done about it—you couldn’t change physics. Increased network traffic between the augmentor unit and the network could be picked up by network traffic analysis tools, and the power drain could be detected with the right software if you were in there for more than five minutes. Harry and his fellow customer analysts rarely encountered them during deep observation, but the network management folks would come across one or two paranoid nutjobs a week.

‘No countermeasures detected.’

‘Right. Hook me in.’

Harry’s vision faded to black and his hearing to soft music. Wilson Star’s reality started to fade in, slowly at first, the sights and sounds the man was perceiving fed through Harry’s augmentor until they shared a view of the world.

Harry’s perspective was slightly different. While he received sight and sounds he didn’t get a tactile, olfactory or gustatory feed and he could still overlay data in his own vision. He was also still in contact with his aug.

‘Aug, I’m in, feeling fine, how are my vitals?’

‘Vitals are normal, Harry.’

‘Roger. Get me a prediction on where he’s going. I assume it’s work but I don’t want to be caught out. Also, display emotional metadata. In particular, I want to know if he spikes on any of the identified emotions.’

‘He is travelling on his standard path to work. His current emotional state is F2 low-level anxiety, I will monitor for any changes.’

Harry saw the F2 displayed in the bottom right of his vision. Everything else was exactly what Wilson Star was seeing. It was always disconcerting to see through the eyes of another, the vision jumping around without Harry moving his eyes, but after years of practice it no longer made him nauseous. Wilson Star was definitely anxious though, and his eyes were darting around, locking onto every moving surface before quickly moving on. It was exactly as the analysis had described—he was hitting a lot of ads but they never captured his attention.

His head was moving, too, swinging back over his shoulder, scanning up and down buildings, constantly moving. He was looking for something but it wasn’t anything in the ads.

‘Give me the local aug layer, an external view. Show me what people are seeing of him in the street.’

Harry’s vision was then outside of Wilson Star’s body, tracking with him as he walked down the street. He was walking with a neutral contentment on his face, his head and his eyes steady, the vision of himself projected to the rest of the AugNet one of calm, steady competence. That was dangerous and unconventional. While everyone put on masks for clothes and facial appearance and the superficial stuff it was never a good idea to mask your body movements. It was legal but it led to the practical problem of people bumping into you.

‘Show me the real now, take down all augmentation.’

A privilege of Harry’s job is that he had authorisation to see the world under the aug layer, so long as it was in the discharge of his duties. The aug layer, the reality painting the surfaces of the buildings, the objects and all the people, disappeared before Harry’s eyes. What remained was a world of concrete and bitumen, the only adornment were the reference markings telling the augs where they were in space. The people, a moment ago wearing the bright colours of the latest fashions, were now all in their greys and slippers, the plain, comfortable suits dotted only with small black crosses for the other augs to track.

Wilson Star was still the focus of Harry’s vision, but he presented a very different scene from what was visible in the aug layer. Instead of walking calmly and confidently through the street he was visibly jittery, walking too fast, throwing his head over his shoulder as he searched for the target of his anxiety. While he took care to avoid hitting any other objects, he came close on at least two occasions.

‘This isn’t helping, I need to know what he’s so worried about,’ Harry said to himself. ‘Aug, change vision back to his feed.’

Once again Harry’s vision was filled with Wilson Star’s neurotic scanning of the environment.

‘Harry, emotional marker F12; general apprehension.’

If something had happened, Harry had missed it. Wilson Star was looking over his right shoulder as he walked, his pace picking up, but there was still nothing there.

‘I have an idea. He’s putting out a heavy mask, maybe there’s something in his own sensory environment as well. Aug, prepare a live baseline of what should be seen by Wilson Star as his eyes track. Compare with actual observations coming through in real time and highlight any aberrant objects.’

‘Comparison running.’

‘Also, capture anything you detect.’

There. Over the right shoulder, four o’clock, a shape, a shadow, but a shadow with two eyes, outlined in red by the aug but otherwise nearly invisible.

‘Can anyone else see that?’

‘Negative,’ his aug said. ‘It is only visible to Wilson Star.’

‘What is it?’

‘Unknown.’

‘Track it please. And tag it or anything else as moving or stationary; overlay a track for each.’

With each scan the aug picked up more of the shadows, a dozen in all, each outlined in a distinct colour key. They were coming towards Wilson Star, gaining on him slowly, and the man knew it. Harry’s aug brought up a display of Wilson Star’s pulse as it moved above one hundred and twenty.

Then Wilson Star stopped abruptly. A glowing light the size of his fist appeared in front of his face before it moved back and started to grow. At first Harry couldn’t make out any details, it was too bright and had no distinct features, but as it reached three metres in height the glow faded.

Emerging from the light was an angel with a flaming sword. Wilson Star stood tall and held his hands out to the figure who smiled gently down at him. In the bottom right Harry saw his aug display H8, the serene happiness they had detected in the metadata.

The angel spoke, its booming voice drowning out all other sound in the environment.

‘Wilson Star, your good conduct today has been noted. They will not harm you tonight.’

The angel raised his sword, and twelve orbs of light shot out towards the shadows. Wilson Star didn’t even turn around, he just stared up at the face of the angel.

‘Walk with me, Wilson.’ The man and the glowing angel continued in the direction of Wilson Star’s restaurant, the angel passing through pedestrians oblivious to its presence.

‘Those of you who chose to walk in the light are taking the harder path. Never forget that, Wilson. It is not meant to be easy, but through good conduct you will know true happiness.’

‘Thank you,’ Wilson Star said. ‘I will keep trying, I promise.’

‘He is crying, Harry,’ Harry’s aug commented.

‘Turn the audio off but keep recording. Actually, pull me back to the room, just give me a screen, show me external projection of what he’s seeing, the two of them walking down the street. Keep highlighting any discrepancies with the local augmented layer.’ His aug complied. ‘What do we have his emotions at?’

‘Still at H8.’

‘I’m not surprised, he’s just been visited by an angel.’ Harry sat back and watched as the angel walked Wilson Star all the way to his work. There were no more demons lurking in the shadows.

‘I think we’re done, cut it off here. And get me Nigel, please.’

 

‘Angels? And what, demons?’

‘Yep, saw it with my own eyes. That’s why he’s not tracking the ads, he’s constantly looking for things that the rest of us can’t see.’ Harry paused and scratched his head. ‘It has to be local software on the aug, not a shared experience, otherwise we would have noticed the communications traffic. I could go back and look at which applications he’s running but I’d probably need multiple examples to pick a specific one out.’

‘No point really, at least at this stage. If he wants to live his life seeing angels then he’s allowed to live his life seeing angels, we can’t stop him.’ Nigel smiled at Harry. ‘The real question is what are you going to do to get his numbers back up?’

Harry pursed his lips before he spoke. ‘We take the imagery and turn it back on him. We put the angels and the demons in the ads, at least to get his attention. It should work, the reason he’s not seeing the ads is that he’s looking for very specific things in the environment. I can run a comparison in the background on the local aug layer feed compared to what he’s seeing and pick out the characters and symbols they’re using.’

‘Sounds good. What else?’

‘I’d like permission to do some target discovery. If there is group in a church or cult or whatever I might know where they hang out and how to find them. I’ll be able to get a much better idea of what’s going on with a few more subjects.’

Nigel nodded quietly. ‘Sounds like a good project, you have my support. But it can wait until Monday. Start your weekend early. You did really great work today, Harry.’
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Exiting the stairs of the Cernet building, Harry prepared himself to run the gauntlet of the afternoon rush. The workers, pouring out of their offices, would surely be packing the footpaths, ducking and weaving, before peeling off to a thousand different locations, a self-organising swarm of autonomous organisms flowing through their natural environment.

But there were also its other inhabitants, the informational beings all vying for attention. For Harry it was a game, a test of the advertiser’s algorithms, seeing how long it would take them to figure out where he was going. They also inhabited this space, and after five pm was prime time for the workers who had until now been locked away in their towers.

He’d discretely changed his clothes on the way down, swapping the business wear he’d had on for work with jeans and a t-shirt. He did it without the recently fashionable flourish, instead instructing his aug to wait until there was no one looking in his direction.

The outside wall of this office building was the first surface he saw.

‘How was work, Harry?’ Joe asked. He kept pace with Harry but stayed inside the wall, the augmented pizza store projected into a space created for it, the digital facsimile of the pizza store owner fenced off from Harry’s vision by the image of the counter between the pair.

‘Oh you know, Joe, long day, as always.’

‘Well then, Harry, how about a pizza? We can have yours delivered before you get home!’

‘Dunno if I feel like pizza tonight, Joe.’

‘Well let me know if you change your mind, you know how to find me! And if I don’t hear from you, have a good night!’ With that Joe faded away, along with his store. In truth he did feel like pizza, but he had somewhere else to be.

That was the first premium pitch of the night, he could expect about three more. Joe was a regular advertiser and was Harry’s go-to at least once a week. He didn’t resent the attention, at least he’d paid enough notice to get decent customised ads for his best customers.

The flow of ads became more passive, some paying for the privilege of calling Harry by name, but most just pushing generic consumer products that Harry was already buying. Laundry detergent, news services, household trinkets, the odd political ad. And alcohol, lots of alcohol. Surely they didn’t think he drank that much?

Then the wall next to him appeared to explode as a drone flew overhead.

‘New, from Peerax Studios, makers of the most realistic, historically accurate wartime sims, comes Sphere of War: Southeast China. Command an elite special forces unit in the last great war as you push back invading forces in China’s industrial heartland.’ The scene cut to show Harry inside powered armour, missiles and guns firing off as he barked orders to soldiers and drones, explosions closing in on his troops. The sky was grey with smoke and dust, the only colour coming as fireballs erupted from buildings and machines. Harry did his best not to stare at the ad for too long but found the image of himself as a warrior captivating. He gave in.

‘What are you offering?’ he asked the ad.

A woman in a tight military uniform shimmered into existence in front of him, causing him to stop with an abrupt halt. She saluted.

‘Captain Bo, thank goodness you’re here. They touched down this morning, suborbital landing ships, thousands of American troops. We need to get you suited up to take the fight to them.’

‘Nah, sorry, busy tonight.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ She ducked as an explosion erupted somewhere behind her. ‘Please, when you get home, just one mission, if you have a taste for it again we can talk about signing you on full time.’

‘Alright then. I’ll take a look tomorrow.’

‘Thank you, sir!’ she said, saluting a second time. ‘We need good men like you if we’re going to push the Laowai out.’ She disappeared with the same shimmer.

‘Make a note,’ Harry said quietly.

His aug chimed in response. Harry walked on, the flow of food and drinks and entertainment coming in fast, all vying for his evening spends.

Harry caught a flash from a piece of reflective metal out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head to see its source. On the other side the street, behind a small velvet-covered countertop, was Mr Huang. He was polishing a pocket watch, the object which had produced the attention-grabbing flash.

Mr Huang worked attentively, his polishing hand moving in slow, gentle circles across the solid surface of the back of the watch. He took out a small screwdriver and moved his attention to the watch’s edge, working on some unseen mechanism, his focus never drifting from the task at hand.

A self-satisfied smile crossed the jeweller’s face as he held the watch up to his eye, examining the product of his fine detailed labour. It was then that he caught sight of Harry.

Mr Huang remained behind his counter, but as he looked at Harry his trademark smile crept slowly across the face which only a moment ago had been a study of focused craftsmanship. He nodded gently across the street, a gesture which Harry found himself copying without thought. Catching himself, Harry looked away, before glancing back to the jeweller and his street-side stall. Mr Huang was back at work, laying out gold chains for customers who could only exist in the packets flowing into Harry’s aug.

Hannah. With a complex problem to occupy his afternoon, Harry had put the events of previous night out of his mind. Mr Huang didn’t have to say anything to wrench the idea of marriage back into Harry’s focus.

As Harry approached his apartment building, Joe appeared again. ‘So, Harry, what do you say about that pizza?’

‘Not tonight, Joe,’ Harry said to himself.

Joe replied, ‘Maybe next time! Have a great night!’

‘You too, Joe.’

He walked straight past the building’s main entrance.

The algorithms which had led them to believe he was heading home for the weekend had been firing advertisements for food and entertainment to be consumed on his own in his apartment. As soon as he failed to enter the building they recalculated, taking in his movement and his regular pattern of behaviour for a Friday night, and began to feed him a new feast of ads.

‘Nothing says I love you like flowers. Show Hannah how much she means.’

‘How was your meal last night, Harry? Fifteen per cent off tonight at Sarah’s for you and Hannah.’

‘Passion’s Drive, from Nico’s range of premier scents, guaranteed to get the girl every time.’

And then Mr Huang again, this time appearing on a wall, small, no audio, just the old man in his suit at work in his shop. This time he didn’t even look up, there was no need for him to engage Harry. Harry, on the other hand, couldn’t avert his gaze.

He quickened his pace, keeping his eyes down, avoiding all ads. The sounds coming through his aug blended with the noise of the humans hurriedly making their way home.

It was stupid and he knew it. Mr Huang was just like Joe, an artificial person, or at least an informational double of a real person, designed to appear when the algorithms thought he might be susceptible. He could ignore Mr Huang’s suggestion that he marry Hannah as easily as he could ignore Joe and his delicious pizzas. Harry lifted his head defiantly and marched on.

He really did feel like a pizza.

Harry turned towards downtown. There was a moment of confusion; Hannah was in her apartment, and according to the algorithms he should have turned the other way if he were going to visit her. This latest information took milliseconds to run its way through the predictive model. It took account of the change of direction, finding the locations of his closest social associates, running comparisons with previous Friday nights until it returned a result. Vic was sitting in O’Malley’s, and it was probable that Harry was going to join him.

The telco fed this information to the ad agency, who passed it to O’Malley’s first, offering them the prime advertising spots along his probable route, giving them the opportunity to defend their position as he made his way out for a night of drinking. It was the reasonable thing to do, and advertisers were more likely to pay up to defend a likely sale than to speculatively seek a consumer’s dollar.

O’Malley’s own algorithms received the offer from the telco with enough data to show that they were probably right about Harry’s intentions. It ran through its own history on Harry and politely declined. Vic was always first to arrive, and whenever he did Harry inevitably followed. The algorithm assessed that they wouldn’t need to bribe the telco to ensure Harry wasn’t diverted.

The telco fed the data to the other bars along the route, opening a market on Harry’s consumption as he made his way out for a drink. The bars and clubs placed their bids, each sending out teasing offers until a hierarchy of buyers was established. They then set to work on Harry.

A slithering seductress was first to pop out of the wall. ‘Harry, Sonia’s is the place to be tonight. Bring Vic and your first drink is on us! Real girls here tonight. Oh, come on, Harry, don’t be shy!’

Conan Smith, the legendary forward, made the next appeal. ‘Hey, Harry, come down, watch the game with me, it’s going to be huge. Harry, come back, man, you don’t know what you’re missing!’

‘Took you long enough to figure it out,’ Harry muttered.

Others came and went, offering percentages off drinks, free accompaniments, custom sims tailored to Harry’s known desires. He was a good customer for this type of thing—he only drank once a week, but when he did, he spent up big.

The ads faded as Harry maintained a steadfast path and pace, returning to the background noise of mass consumer products being broadcast widely. Harry didn’t see Mr Huang again until he was about to reach the door to O’Malley’s. He stopped and stared for a moment but quickly regained control and looked away. He’d already responded too much and was only setting himself up for more ads on the way home.

Respite came with the smell of beer, the sound of laughter, the sight of a dimly lit bar, and a wave from the corner where Vic and Adam were sitting. Harry made his way over to his friends.

‘Harry!’ Vic yelled across the room. ‘I got you a beer, what are you having?’

‘Uh, a Lefty’s to start, I suppose.’ As he spoke, the untouched beer in front of Vic lightened in colour and took on the flavour of the house lager. Harry pulled up a stool between his friends.

‘Good to see you,’ Adam said as he raised his glass. Harry mirrored the gesture.

‘And you guys, too. I’ve been waiting all day for this.’ He took a short sip from his beer.

‘I see Hannah gave a leave pass tonight?’ Vic asked.

‘I’m yours as long as you’ll have me. Actually, I think she’s going out with Tess tonight, we were out last night so that’s normal. It’s ok though, we’re heading out tomorrow for the opening of Yuri’s new exhibition.’

‘Fancy.’

‘That’s just how I roll these days. It can’t all be beers with the boys.’

‘Then we’re glad you could grace us with your presence,’ Adam said.

‘How are things in your world, anyhow?’ Vic asked.

‘Work’s good, found something new today.’

‘Anything worth sharing?’

‘Maybe, but gimme a few days to see if it has legs.’

‘Yeah, fair enough. And how’s Hannah? Apart from demanding all of your attention, of course.’

‘She’s great.’ Harry paused.

‘Ha, I know that look. What’s up?’ Adam leant in as Vic spoke.

‘No, seriously, she’s great. But I’ve started getting some ads.’

‘Go on,’ Vic said.

‘Well, you know, ads telling me it’s time to ask her to . . . to ask her to marry me.’

The two other men laughed and leant back.

Adam slapped the table. ‘Well, Vic, looks like we’ve lost Harry, not just for the night, but for good!’ he said.

‘Nah, it doesn’t mean anything, it’s just that it’s getting to the time when I should start thinking about it.’

‘Harry, you of all people should know better than that,’ Vic said. ‘I’m guessing it was good work? I mean, expensive?’

Harry nodded his head.

‘I thought so.’ Vic sat up taller and brought his hands together in front of him, leaning forward as he prepared his most condescending tone. ‘You see, Harry, when someone starts getting ads from my mob, not the normal ones reminding people of their civil responsibilities, but the ones telling them that they need to toe the party line, they know that they’re already past the point of disobedience. It acts like a first sanction and is normally a confirmation of a suspicion floating around in the back of their traitorous little heads. Most people shape up pretty quickly. And for those few that we do need to take in for re-education, we can pick up their intention to keep behaving aberrantly almost straight away. You’ve got to realise this isn’t someone trying to sell you a watch. If an algorithm has picked up that it’s time to ask Hannah to marry you, then it’s probably time to ask.’

‘Don’t worry, dude,’ Adam said. ‘On the plus side, it means she’s almost certain to say yes.’

‘But there’s so much I want to do first.’ Harry sunk into his chair.

‘Oh yeah, like what?’ Adam said.

‘I dunno. Go off into the wild maybe. Maybe hang with the Realers for a while, try a simple life in a village in the hills. Or go further, travel the train as far as it’ll take me.’

‘I’ve been out there, Harry,’ Vic said. ‘Life outside the city has its charm, but I guarantee you, we’ve got the better deal here.’

‘Yeah, maybe. But every tree I’ve ever seen has been a light post made to look and feel and smell like a tree. Underneath it’s just concrete and some sensory data. Every animal is robotic with an augmented skin. Every blade of grass is synthetic and only moves when the aug layer tells it to.’

‘Not true,’ Adam said. ‘There are weeds growing up between the cracks in the pavement. The maintenance droids are spraying them every day but they keep coming back.’

‘You know what I mean. Life here is so sanitised. There is still real wilderness out there.’ Harry sighed and looked up. ‘I suppose I just want to go off on an adventure first. See something real. You know, before I settle down.’

‘And you can do it all with Hannah,’ Vic said. ‘I mean, after all this time together, you’d probably be dragging her along on your trek through the wilderness anyhow. It’ll be sweet—when we find your emaciated corpses in a cave somewhere you’ll be side by side. I’m just curious which of you would eat the other first.’

‘She won’t let me eat cheesy fries, so I think human is off the menu.’ Harry drained half of his pint. ‘Anyhow, don’t you think that maybe these sorts of ads should be prohibited? For bad taste or whatever you government types call it?’

‘Prohibited information class,’ Vic said. He shrugged. ‘We never censor out information built from a person’s personal life, only medical, political or national security information. It’d go against the principals of AugNet openness.’

‘And how the hell would they know what to sell us?’ Adam added.

‘Exactly. I know what you’re thinking, Harry.’

Harry laughed up a mouthful of beer. ‘What exactly am I thinking, Vic?’

‘You are thinking the same thing you’re always thinking. You’re thinking, what about those of us on the edge of the curve? The outliers, the ones to which the model doesn’t apply. Well I got news for you, buddy, we’re all a hell of a lot more predictable than any of us want to think. We eat and drink and fuck and have babies and work and die. We seek out company because we’re lonely and terrified, and because it feels nice. Because, and this the important thing, despite our brilliant technology we’re just animals with primitive drives which lead to behaviours that can be predicted with some clever maths.’

‘Says the man who takes an android to bed every night,’ Adam said.

‘Exactly!’ Vic replied as he raised his index finger. ‘I am an outlier, a perverted deviant, the exception to the rule. But you’ll note that in my late teens I was getting ads for a simulated domestic companion, which I’ll kindly remind you to use when describing Judy, thank you, while the rest of you were being fed dating apps.’

‘Speaking of which, I’ve got a nibble.’ Adam glanced towards the bar.

Sitting on a stool and drinking from a martini glass was a woman, dark hair, slim, in a tight white dress. She fingered her straw as she coyly glanced over at Adam.

As she did, he mouthed commands to his aug, causing her to break out in a tiny laugh. She replied with words unheard but spoken all the same, causing Adam’s face to contort with exaggerated outrage. His mouth moved in reply, his hands open as he pleaded his case.

She took her time replying, eyes darting to the upper corner of her view, biting on her lip as she considered his response. After several seconds she locked her eyes on him and nodded. Adam downed his drink, stood up, saluted his friends and marched over to try his luck.

‘Go reel her in,’ Vic shouted at Adam’s back. Adam glanced back briefly before sliding onto the stool next to the woman.

‘Well, he’s gone for the night,’ Harry said.

‘You never know, he might bomb out.’

‘Hardly. He wouldn’t have let himself be interrupted if it was anything short of a sure thing. I bet their augs were setting it up for them the whole time we were talking.’

‘As I said, the matching algorithms are pretty good.’

‘Yeah, I met Hannah thanks to one.’ Harry looked down at his drink. ‘I suppose I should be thankful for that at least.’

‘To Homo Predictablus!’

‘And the deviant outliers!’

The clink of their glasses broke through the noise of the room.

‘You know, when you think about it, it’s a good thing that we have them. Back in the old times you married the neighbour, did the job your father did, which was almost always farming, and died at thirty. We have massively increased choice these days, but the number of options makes decision-making impossible. So we have the augs and the data and the algorithms, and it guides us to making the choices that make us happy. And someone makes a quid out of it along the way. So if you’re being told to marry Hannah, maybe you should listen.’

‘Should I now?’

‘Well, it’s either that, or run off to a Realer colony and spend the rest of your short life scratching around in the dirt. They do have good grog though, I’ll give them that.’

Harry downed the last of his beer. ‘Speaking of which, my shout, what do you want?’

‘Same again,’ Vic said. His order became visible in Harry’s aug.

‘What the fuck is that?’

‘It’s a lavender-and-rose-infused red ale.’

‘That sounds bloody awful. How do they come up with this crap?’

‘Trust me man, it’s good. Get one.’

‘Whatever.’ Harry sent through an order for two pints.

They spent the next few minutes in comfortable silence, their eyes darting across their fields of view as they cleared out the stream of information their augs had been collecting. As they did, a message came in for Harry.

What are you up to? Hannah asked.

Hey baby. Just out with Vic, having a couple of beers.

Oh ok, I won’t disturb you.

Nah, it’s ok, we’re just chilling. What’s up? I thought you’d be out.

Nah, I cancelled. It’s ok, I’m just bored.

Do you want to come over tonight?

Yeah . . .

Awesome. Can you gimme a couple of hours? Maybe catch up at 10?

Sounds good

See you then.

‘Well, my night is sorted.’

‘You heading off?’ Vic asked.

‘Nah, got a few hours, but she’s keen which is good.’

‘Good for you.’

The beers arrived. The barmaid was a real person and smiled at Harry as she placed them on the table. It was the authentic touches that kept bringing them back to O’Malley’s.

‘Thanks,’ the two men said in unison. They touched glasses and drank.

‘I was right. It’s awful.’

‘Well we can’t all share my good taste. Change it.’

‘Yeah, I think I will.’ Harry sent a through a command to change his beer to a lager. The flavour and appearance changed with a shimmer.

‘So tell me, this thing you were working on, I got the impression that it was more interesting than you wanted to let on.’

Harry hesitated. ‘Maybe. And if it is what I think it is, then it’s definitely something I’m keen to pass on to you guys. Unofficially, of course.’

‘Always, my friend.’

‘Do you have much to do with religion?’

‘Not really. They’re mostly harmless. So long as they stay within their remit and don’t hit anything political, we don’t really care.’

‘Ok, well how about this.’ Harry held up both of his hands. ‘Angels, following people around. Actually, the angel just seems to visit at the end of the day, it looks like there are demons following him through the day.’

‘What, a custom app?’

‘Yeah, but I think it’s in the hardware as well. I mean, it could be something clever, the custom objects sitting under the normal stream, but I didn’t see any extra traffic coming in on my first pass. As I said, early days. But it looks like he’s jailbroken his aug and is running something custom.’

‘Weird. But not illegal. If anything, it’s a breach of his contract with the telco but not of interest to us.’ Vic paused for a moment in thought. ‘Unless of course there are more of them. If they’re running an unregistered religion and running custom software then we care, at least to know what messages they’re putting out.’

‘That’s the next thing for me to find out.’

‘Right. Keep me posted.’

Harry nodded. ‘Oh, I meant to ask, do you have Brandon this weekend?’

‘Nah, this was Jen’s week, I get him back Sunday night.’

‘Right,’ Harry said. He sipped his beer thoughtfully.
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I’m on my way over, Hannah texted.

Ok babe, see you soon.

‘Gotta run,’ Harry said to Vic. He downed the last of his beer.

‘All good. See you whenever.’

Harry bolted for the door.

After five beers his stride was still steady, his head moving fairly normally, and his augmentor decided that despite his four hours in the pub he was only mildly intoxicated. It sent its report back to the telco as it was programmed to do.

Harry didn’t feel drunk, in fact he felt like his weekend was off to a great start. Beers with friends, Hannah was coming over and they were heading out to the opening of the new exhibition tomorrow night. He was uninhibited enough to not notice the change in what was being fed to him.

‘What are you doing when you get home, Harry?’ A tall blond woman wearing a tiny green bikini and high heels began walking beside him. Harry glanced at her, right up and down, but kept moving forward. ‘There are real girls behind all our dancers, Harry, and you can watch from right inside your own home. And I can bring a friend.’ At that moment another woman, this one shorter and with darker hair, appeared by his side.

‘Nah, not tonight, got a date,’ Harry said. He didn’t mind the mature stuff and kept his filters off but thought it better to keep from distractions so that he could get home quickly. That bit of info, disclosed to the telco, meant he wouldn’t be getting any other offers.

The women waved at him. ‘Maybe next time,’ the blonde said. They both shimmered out of existence.

It was likely that the telco already suspected that he was going to see Hannah, but now they had confirmation. They had access to all the metadata, as was allowed by law, but his private communications and conversations were confidential and the contents weren’t allowed to be sent back to the telco. They would have known he had been messaging Hannah, which was normal for the night, but now they knew that he was going to see her.

‘Evenin’ ’Arry, I thought I missed you at the bar!’ The man puffing his way up to Harry’s side had come from somewhere behind him. He was dressed in baggy beige pants and a plaid jacket. As he caught Harry’s eye he tipped his hat in clichéd affectation of a Victorian-era vendor, the exaggerated wink suggesting that he was in a similar state to Harry. ‘I got som’ing I need ta show you.’

From under his jacket he pulled a small bowl of water. As he waved his hand over the top a white flower appeared, floating lightly on the surface.

‘It’s pretty plain,’ Harry said. But as the words left his mouth the flower moved, waves of colour flowing outwards from its centre.

‘I told ya it was som’ing.’

‘How much, and how long?’

‘Three bucks for a five-day licence, and it’ll be printed before ya get home.’ A purchase order appeared at the edge of Harry’s vision, the purchase button flashing green.

Harry’s aug drew a red box around the terms and conditions. It had picked something up. Harry moved his eyes over the aug’s alert and the conditions opened in front of him.

There were two items that the aug had highlighted. The first was permission to access the user’s voice and hearing, probably the way to get the image of the flower to move with in time with the conversation. But the second was flashing for his attention. It was permission by the application to log the interactions between the virtual object and the stimuli in its local environment. This was probably how the flower would work inside someone’s home where it needed permission to operated.

‘Implications?’ Harry asked his aug silently.

‘This object could potentially log private conversations within the home and forward them to a third party, ostensibly for quality control, in contravention of privacy laws.’

Harry moved his eyes over a cursor at the edge of the purchase order, silently marking the object as malware. His aug would send it through to Cernet to get someone to check it in more detail.

‘Not tonight, mate,’ Harry said. He waved his hand, force closing the ad in front of him before the salesman could put his hat back on his head. It was rude, but Harry didn’t like scammers.

He made his way more purposefully once again as he realised how much time he was taking. Head down, dodging the foot traffic but otherwise shutting out the world around him. The ads were still there of course, calling out to him as he walked, but they could only be heard above the background noise if he turned his head towards them. He made good time as he powered forward, the telco picking up on his lack of engagement and limiting the premium tailored content it was feeding him. It was unlikely they’d get a hit tonight, and there were plenty more consumers enjoying their Friday night to target.

He made the mistake of looking up as he crossed the road, his eyes locking onto an image of himself plastered on the wall opposite.

Harry was in a clothes store, being helped into a blue sports jacket by a salesman. As the gigantic Harry turned, he saw how flattering the jacket was, its perfect cut broadening his shoulders while slimming his hips, and he walked confidently out of the store.

As the scene moved he saw Hannah and Tess sitting at a café table, mouths covered after a shared joke. As Harry approached Hannah leapt to her feet, looking Harry up and down before darting forward and wrapping her arms around him. Harry took a step back to arrest her momentum before returning the embrace.

The simulated Tess remained seated at the table. While Hannah’s back was turned, her friend looked longingly at the couple, or more specifically at Harry. While simulated Harry was focused on Hannah, the real-life Harry found himself looking at Tess.

Text appeared at the bottom of the wall: Robertson’s Menswear Summer Styles.

The ad was interrupted by a call from Hannah.

‘I’m here, can you let me in?’

‘Yep, head upstairs.’ The aug opened the front door remotely. ‘I’m two blocks away, see you in a few minutes.’

‘Ok,’ she said. ‘See you soon.’

Harry started jogging, remembering what waited for him back at his apartment. He made the final two blocks in three minutes.

‘You didn’t have to run,’ Hannah said as she greeted him at the door.

‘Oh but I did,’ he said, closing on her quickly and wrapping her up in his arms. He kissed her on the lips, and then started at her neck, drawing squeals from Hannah.

‘Stop,’ she screamed between laughs. She pushed him back, grinning. ‘You’re drunk, aren’t you.’

Harry pulled back and became serious.

‘Darling, how could you say that? Honestly, five beers in four hours, and I rushed back as soon as I heard you were coming.’ She stood there with her arms crossed. ‘I tell you what, aug, prep video of my time at the pub, fifty times speed, and send through to Hannah.’

Hannah’s eyes began scanning as the video arrived.

‘See?’ Harry said, but Hannah held up a finger. She was going to watch the whole thing, all three minutes of it.

‘She’s cute.’

‘Who?’

‘The girl Adam took home.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ Harry said, but Hannah motioned for silence again.

‘Ok, you’re off the hook. Wine?’ She skipped over to the pantry and grabbed a bottle from the shelf.

‘You’re not trying to take advantage of me, are you?’ Harry said.

‘Maybe.’ She looked over her shoulder and smiled, opening the bottle with a twist.

‘What are we having?’

‘I downloaded the profile of a Bordeaux red from 1970. My aug recommended aging it twenty years, apparently that’s when it was at its best.’

‘Sounds great.’

‘Only the best for you.’ She carried over the two glasses and motioned for the couch.

Harry plonked himself in the corner of the seat. Hannah walked over and passed him a glass before settling in close to him. She squirmed and then sat up, reaching for two pillows in the other corner, slapping one down on top of Harry’s thigh and the other on top in front of his ribs, before settling herself back in.

‘Comfortable?’

‘Very,’ she said, forcing her head up from horizontal as she took a sip of her wine. ‘So how was work?’

‘Same as normal, boring data stuff. Oh, I found a whacko who got off on being chased by angels today.’

‘Well that sounds interesting.’

‘Yeah, kinda. More than most days at least, got to do some real analysis. How about you?’

‘Flat out,’ she said. ‘Yuri’s show is tomorrow. Oh, how did you like the tux I sent?’

‘I look smashing, but you’re going to have to wait until tomorrow to see me in it.’

‘I’ve seen a simulation darling, I know how you look. So, most of the work for the opening itself is being done by the Ministry for the Arts but the mayor is hosting the main afterparty so I’ve been frantically making sure everything is set. I think we’re good to go, mainly because I’ve been on it from the start, but it doesn’t help when people try to complicate things at the last minute.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘Yeah. I’ve got councillors insisting on last-minute invites for their donors, and friend’s and niece’s boyfriends and everyone, and they just expect me to put my plans aside to meet their whims. I mean, I’ve made a few compromises, there is one group of gifted art students who got an invite to the event and we were able to find space for them but I figure that’ll be a good photo opportunity for her.’

‘You see, that’s why I haven’t asked for any tickets for my friends, I wouldn’t dare.’

‘And I’d know better than to let your friends near anything official. Except Adam maybe, at least he knows how to dress properly.’ She took another drink. ‘It’s been a lot of work you know, lots of late nights, but as of midday today we realised we were ready and I spent the last half of the afternoon just double checking and making sure everyone knew what I need them to do. Mark’s the go-to if there’s an issue tonight, he’ll only call if something major goes wrong.’

‘So you freed your night up? I’m flattered. Actually, I thought you were catching up with Tess.’

‘I cancelled. Figured I would have more fun with you.’

‘You should have brought her along, we could have had even more fun.’

Hannah jabbed her elbow into his ribs. She looked up at Harry and narrowed her eyes. ‘Anyhow,’ she said, settling back into her original position, ‘I’m relieved, relaxed and ready for tomorrow.’

‘And tonight you’re all mine.’

‘If you change your attitude, maybe.’

‘I know you better than that. And I know what you need.’

‘What do I need?’

Harry took her hand and placed it on his crotch.

‘Romantic,’ she said, removing her hand and picking up her glass. ‘This is more what I need.’ She took another sip. ‘Besides, you were being mean, trying to make me jealous. You need to make it up to me now.’

Harry laughed. ‘That’s probably fair enough.’

They sat in silence for a time, drinking and thinking, before the augs noticed the break in conversation and started feeding information to them both.

It was Hannah who broke the silence. ‘Do you ever think of other girls?’

‘Not really. A second girlfriend would be too much work. Do you think of other girls?’

‘I’m being serious.’ She sat up and looked at him. ‘I mean it, do you think of other girls?’

‘Honestly? I notice other girls, I suppose. You see someone attractive, think about them for a moment, at least in the primitive parts of the brain, but never seriously, and never for very long.’ He looked at her earnestly. ‘I know what I have here. You’re amazing, the best I’ve ever had, in bed and in the world. And I love you.’ He leant in and kissed her. As he closed his eyes the memory of Mr Huang appeared in his mind’s eye, a product of his imagination, not his aug.

‘I love you too,’ she said quietly before looking up. ‘And I’m not going to share you with anyone.’

‘Ha, yeah alright. But I’m not sharing you, either.’

‘You don’t have to, I’m yours. Always.’ This time she pushed herself on top of him, kissing him, her arms reaching around his neck. She clumsily reached for the coffee table with her wine hand, Harry intercepting the glass before it toppled over. He reached out and placed both their glasses safely away.

Then he reached up, stroking her face softly as he positioned himself underneath her. She straddled him, his hands resting on her hips under the shirt she was wearing. As she leant down to kiss him he raised his hands higher, slowly pulling up her top and exposing the flesh underneath. She sat up again as it passed her head, her hands then reaching behind her back to undo her bra. She set to work at Harry’s shirt.

Harry’s aug detected the kissing, the change in his pulse and temperature, the stirrings of arousal. As Hannah came close to kiss him once again, Harry closed his eyes and the aug opened two prompts in his vision.

The first simply said Play Video? Harry launched the application. Three videos opened up, simple miniature 3D recordings, each set in a corner of his peripheral vision.

The first was a recording made of him and Hannah, early in their relationship, when she’d let him record and re-create a session from both their perspectives. It was simple enough, vanilla even by their standards, but sometimes he liked to have it playing when he was having sex with her. He closed it, it wasn’t that sort of night.

The second was always Vanessa and one of her encounters, randomly selected from the library of recordings in his head. This time it was outdoors, from about two years ago, where a large group of women were mixing naked in an open clearing in a forest. There was a fire in the centre, and Vanessa and her companion, a young brunette whose body was painted with butterflies and leaves, were sitting atop a tree stump, cautiously stroking each other in the warm sunlight. After what had happened last night he wanted Vanessa gone, and he quickly closed it as well, leaving only one open in his vision.

The last was a simulation, one he’d made himself, on some software he’d obtained as part of his work making ads. It was of Hannah, sitting in a spa bath, with her friends Tess and Amy. The three women were naked, drinking champagne, laughing and talking. Gradually, the tension between them built, until the other two were kissing Hannah, her resistance to their advances, her insistence on her unavailability, evaporating as she surrendered to pleasure.

As the video continued, Harry’s hands continued their motions, grabbing and groping and pulling clothing away, the video only stopping when he opened his eyes. It was just to get him going, to get him up, and to keep him focused on her. He could do it without the videos and sometimes did, but it was easier this way. Once the main event started, he would normally get the aug to stop the video altogether.

The second prompt launched by the aug simply said Remove Mask? Harry blinked again and the command launched. He got a response a moment later, a yes from Hannah, and the couple both removed their outward faces.

Harry opened his eyes, relishing the chance to look on Hannah as she really was. She was still beautiful, and behind the mask her eyes had returned to her natural olive colour. Other things, things only seen by him, started to come to his attention as his eyes washed over her. There was the faint fuzz on her upper lip, the left ear that stuck out more than the other, the dimples and creases that played on her cheeks when she smiled. As his eyes moved lower, he saw other minor imperfections, lines and marks and failures of symmetry, each visible to the unaugmented eye but hidden from the world under her mask just the same.

This true nakedness was one that many people never reached. When Hannah first told him about the app he was shocked that she would want to see him like that and was terrified of what she would think when she did. Beyond that it was unauthorised, some sort of grey market purchase, and his aug had warned him that it couldn’t guarantee his safety. But slowly he came around, opening himself to her gaze, putting aside the carefully crafted face and body built for the world and sharing his real self, his authentic self, with the woman he loved.

Harry had more to hide than Hannah. His mask hid more lines, and the face beneath was rougher than the one projected to the world. But Hannah delighted in the strands of grey hair and seemed to relish the novelty of his rugged appearance. It was a look that affronted fashion, but ultimately it was the real him.

Hannah closed her eyes as he pulled down the last of her clothes and rolled on top of her. He double blinked, turning off the video feed in his vision.


6

Hannah left early the next morning, and Harry found that he had his Saturday to himself. Or at least the first part of the day, until he met Hannah later that night for the opening of the exhibition.

The drinks the night before hadn’t quite produced a hangover, but he was still tired when he got out of bed at ten. As he wandered into his bathroom he caught sight of his naked body in the mirror and flinched.

‘Aug, turn everything back on.’

His reflection’s stomach flattened, hair darkened, and his face grew more defined. The studio came alive as well, the window appearing on the wall, pictures coming to life, the grey furniture regaining its style.

Harry gave his augmented reflection a wink before walking naked back out into his studio. He approached his food prepper and stood while he considered his options, rubbing his right quadricep, somehow sore from the night before.

‘Umm, orange juice and a latte.’ Two glasses slid into place under the benchtop machine, one appearing to fill with cold juice, the other his coffee. There was very little difference between them—they were both mostly water with a few suspended electrolytes, the only additions to the coffee being a thickening agent, a dose of caffeine and of course the heat. But Harry could see and smell and taste the two beverages being prepared before him, a perfect illusion of colour and aroma and flavour blanketing the raw ingredients. His aug was constantly interacting with the machine and it received information about the calories, fluids, nutrients and macros, which were subtracted from his daily requirements.

Harry took a sip of his juice. ‘Two pieces of toast, buttered, each with a fried egg on top, you know how I like it, bacon, crispier this time, fried tomato, mushrooms, hash brown and chorizo. Oh, and spinach; I suppose I should eat something green.’

The prepper silently extruded the raw materials onto a plate, adjusting the constituent ingredients for texture, density, consistency and size, loading the food with a quarter of Harry’s daily dietary requirements. After thirty seconds it let Harry’s aug know that it was finished, the smell of bacon hitting Harry as the door of the machine slid open. Harry placed his plate and the glasses on a tray before walking over to his dining table.

The cost of the meal appeared in Harry’s view. Because he’d eaten only basic food this morning it was on a commons license and the only cost was the raw materials and the use of his prepper itself. The tiny amount was subtracted from his account.

As Harry sat at his table he was aware of his nakedness. He jumped over to his bedroom and grabbed his pants off the floor, slipping them on quickly. His aug presented some options for what they were to look like, but Harry dismissed it with a shake of his head. He was at home and was happy to bum around in his greys.

‘News,’ he said, as he sat back down at the table.

He picked up a piece of bacon and delighted in the crunch as he bit down. When he looked up he saw, suspended in the air about seventy centimetres from his face, his news feed—black headlines set atop a translucent white background.

‘World first,’ he commanded, and his aug brought the headlines closer to his face. With a flick of his eyes he dismissed them one by one, before stopping over something that caught his interest.

‘This one, first person.’

With that command he found himself in the Amazon, fire climbing the great trees in front of him, the reporter yelling over the top of the roar of the flames.

‘This summer has been one of the worst in the Amazon’s history as thousands of square kilometres of once tropical forest has gone up in smoke. I’m here at the fire front in Mato Grosso where the worst of the fires have taken hold. Hundreds have been evacuated and three firefighters have been killed.

‘Wait, we’re being told to move, the front is coming towards us.’ A firefighter rushed forward in front of Harry’s vision and forced the journalist into his vehicle. He leapt into the back, falling as he did, only getting up as the doors closed behind him. Harry saw the flames through the rear window as the journalist settled, staring out the back as the trucks raced behind them.

‘Cool,’ Harry said.

The flames were moving now, coming in from both sides of the road, the news van struggling to get ahead of the fire front. The journalist turned forward and moved the perspective so that it was focused on his face.

‘We’re really in amongst it here, folks. The fire is coming in from both sides, racing with this wind. You can see out the front’—the perspective changed again, and Harry was looking through the front window with the journalist’s eyes—‘that we’re trapped here, our only way out is down this road. Come on, Raf, you can do this.’

The driver accelerated further. Flames licked the van and the smoke obscured the road in front of them. But, just as their fate seemed sealed, the van pushed through and their vision cleared; ahead was the open, unthreatened road. The journalist turned around to watch the fire engines race behind them.

‘We made it! We made it!’

Harry closed the article.

‘Obviously fake. There is no way they would have let him get that close. What’s next?’

News of shortages in Europe. That was normal. Dead whales in South Africa. Concern about a hundred-year-old sea wall failing in India.

‘Boring. Actually, aug, that game from yesterday.’

‘Sphere of War: Southeast China,’ his aug replied in his ear.

‘Yeah, that one. Load it up, will you. Oh, wait, give me a minute to finish breakfast and get over to the couch.’

Harry attacked the last of his breakfast, gulping down his juice before walking over to his couch and sitting down.

‘Ok, you can start it now.’

‘Harry, this sim is best played in a standing position,’ his aug replied.

‘Oh, alright. Aug layer off, let me make some space.’

Harry pushed his couch up against a wall and moved the coffee table into the kitchen. He cleared the floor space until he had a three-by-three-metre space to play in.

‘That should do it. I’m ready, start it up.’

The young officer shimmered to life in front of him again.

‘Captain Bo, you’ve decided to join us?’ she said.

‘For the time being, sure, why not. What do I call you?’

‘I’m Lieutenant Li, the commander’s attaché. Let’s get you dressed, we can’t have you going out like that.’

Harry found himself dressed in an officer’s undersuit, a tight-fitting, dark green one-piece worn under the early models of power-armour. His rank was visible in the middle of his chest, three stars bisected by a continuous line. There was no cap with the uniform, it was clear that he was dressed for combat rather than ceremony.

‘Come on, we need to get to the briefing, the colonel is waiting.’

The apartment faded around Harry, and in its place a briefing room came into existence. A large table with a dozen empty chairs dominated the space, and the person Harry assumed to be the colonel was facing a screen with icons plotted on the map, red showing friendly forces, blue for the Americans. As he turned, the young officer saluted. Harry sloppily followed her lead and the colonel returned the gesture.

‘Captain Bo, good to see you again,’ the colonel said. ‘I know you were on leave, but we have an emergency in front of us.’

‘Of course, sir,’ Harry said. Straight to the point. ‘Anything I can do to help.’

‘Here’s the situation. We’ve been waiting for the Americans to land in Taiwan, to counter our liberation of the island two weeks ago. But they’ve done something unexpected.

‘Last night most of our air defences at the mouth of the delta and throughout greater Guangzhou were taken out by American cruise missiles and some sort of space-based bombardment we haven’t seen before. We didn’t think too much of it—they’ve been softening up Fujian since the war started and we figured it was a continuation of their strategy to limit our capacity to respond to an airborne assault against our forces in Taiwan.

‘But that changed this morning. The Marine taskforce heading north from the Philippines swung left and have landed at the Shenzhen, Macau and Hong Kong airports. We only had a small reservist contingent at each and they were easily overrun. US Space Force troops have also landed at the international airport in Guangzhou using some sort of suborbital craft that got through our degraded air defence. There were only police stationed there and we haven’t heard from them for two hours. Their Air Force is now bombing our remaining army units around Guangzhou, and at this stage we don’t know how many we’ve lost. Our fleet is spread between the strait and holding off the Japanese in the northeast; frankly, we’ve been caught unprepared.

‘Our early warning radars have also detected a mass launching of transport aircraft from Guam, Darwin and Manila. We believe that their strategy is to land at our international airports and use them as a base to invade Guangdong. The airports all sit on major ground transport routes, and once they’re secured and reinforced, they’ll be able to launch further ground and amphibious assaults right throughout the delta. They’ll also be able to deploy heavy weapons including missile systems, even before the main amphibious force arrives. With the two carrier groups sitting off Hong Kong and an unknown number of aircraft inbound we have effectively lost control of the skies in the area. The remaining ships will be able to land uncontested.

‘We’re redeploying the PLA Army troops we’ve had defending the Fujian coastline and the navy base in Zhanjiang, but our most capable forces are still in Taiwan. We’re even moving troops away from the Vietnamese border. The Vietnamese have been amassing for weeks but we now believe it’s a diversion and that their real target is the Paracels. With our fleet elsewhere and now this invasion, it’s a perfect opportunity for them to take them. We don’t have the ships or troops to focus our attention there, and certainly can’t push against them on land.

‘Captain, Guangdong is the economic heart of this nation and we can’t afford to lose it. The Americans have escalated this conflict by invading Chinese territory and it can’t be tolerated. We need to you launch an intelligence-gathering mission against one of these targets to give us an idea of what we’re up against.’

A map appeared in front of Harry with the four bases highlighted.

‘I want to see these suborbital transports, so let’s go to Guangzhou International.’

‘Good choice, Captain. We’ve managed to get two helicopters for you, two squads, they’re suited up and ready. I suggest you meet them at the hangar, no time for introductions. Let us know what the Americans have at the airport and call in support from out rocket forces. We’ll take out the airfields ourselves if we need to. Good luck, Captain.’

The colonel turned back to his screen; the briefing was over. Harry turned to Li.

‘This way, Captain. Please follow me.’

Harry leant gently forward, towards the direction Li was walking and found himself walking alongside her. They moved down the long corridor of the headquarters, past a range of officers until they reached a blast door. Li flashed her identification at the guards and they opened it. The two of them walked through the door and into the hangar.

‘Captain Bo, we have a standard loadout for you today: a shoulder-mounted 5.8 mm light machine gun, one shoulder-mounted anti-materiel rocket, a semi-automatic 5.8 mm pistol, and a short sword. Within your squad you have another fifteen men with the same loadout, as well as one drone operator, one electronic warfare operator, and two heavy-weapons specialists with 12.7 mm anti-materiel guns. Would you like me to take you through the operation of your powered armour?’

‘No, Li, that’s fine, a friend of yours showed me in the last one of these I played. It was a few years ago, but it’s like riding a bike, right?’

‘Very well, sir,’ she said. ‘If you need help at any time, let me know.’

Harry found himself in his armour, weapons protruding from his shoulders, a mask covering his face. The screen in front of his eyes was a heads-up display, a throwback to the days before augmentation.

‘Aug, when did augmentors replace HUDs in the military?’

‘First prototypes were introduced by the People’s Liberation Army eighteen months after the liberation of Taiwan.’

‘Right. Must have been playing past that time in the last game then.’

‘That game was not completely historically accurate, Harry.’

‘Yeah, figures. How about this one? How does it stack up to the historical record?’

‘Reasonably well. However, the historical record states that there was still an armoured brigade stationed in Guangzhou which engaged the threat at the airport before being forced to fall back, not a special forces unit. In fact, the Southern Theatre Command’s Special Forces Brigade was stationed in Taiwan at the time, and they were not equipped with powered armour.’

‘Weren’t you listening? I was on leave, that’s why they called me in.’

‘My mistake,’ the aug said.

‘Yeah, damn right. Anyhow, back to the game.’ Harry turned to Li. ‘I’m ready if you are.’

‘Certainly, sir. Your transportation awaits.’

Harry moved over to the lead helicopter and stepped inside, locking the back of his armour into a receptacle in the helicopter, remaining standing the whole time. He was greeted with a dozen ‘good morning, sir’s over the unit’s channel. Miniatures of their faces and status appeared in the bottom of his HUD.

‘Morning, everyone. You all know what you’re doing so, yeah, chat later.’

The helicopters taxied out of the hangar and took off quickly. They kept low, flying below the level of the skyscrapers to avoid detection by the American fighters flying unseen overhead. Even from this angle the city was miraculously complex, cars and trucks jammed on multi-lane highways, citizens swarming in the streets below, people waving out from the windows of impossibly tall office towers as their soldiers flew past. It truly was an age of miraculous excess.

Harry always preferred to play the war sims as China. There wasn’t any substantial reason for it—he had ancestors who had fought on both sides—except perhaps that he empathised with their pre-war position more. The equipment was roughly equivalent, and, in the end, the entire world had fought itself to a stalemate, a victory of sorts only coming to China and its allies when the Americans tore themselves apart after the armistice. Of course, nobody won in the longer term, especially after the famine and disease and natural disasters that followed wiped out ten times the number that had died in the war.

But that was history, and now all Harry had to do was get through this first mission and decide whether it was worth another investment of his time and money.

His HUD told him they were nearing their drop-off at the southern end of the airport. The pilot dropped altitude again as they flew over fields and suburbs, flying fast until the vast complex was in sight. He pulled up and set the machine down.

‘Out you get,’ yelled a man; his HUD told him was Sergeant Wang. He was no doubt going to be an important character as the game progressed.

Harry unhitched and was first out the door, turning as the second helicopter began its landing. Suddenly, from the direction of the airport, came a beam of green light which punched straight through the helicopter. It exploded as it hit the ground.

‘Cool. Aug, did they actually have lasers back then or is this more inaccuracy?’

‘They did, Harry. The landing of the US Space Force Special Forces troops in Guangzhou was the first operational deployment of mobile-directed energy anti-aircraft weapons. The simultaneous use of several previously withheld American special weapon systems was a significant contributor to the strategic surprise they were able to take advantage of in the early phases of the war.’

‘Right. I suppose I should call that in.’ Harry opened the radio channel back to command. ‘Uh, command, they have what I’ve been told looks like directed energy anti-aircraft weapons and they shot down one of the helicopters. Looks like everyone onboard is dead.’

‘Received and understood, Captain. I need you and your men to enter the base and identify any new weapons systems that may be a threat to our counterattack. Command out.’

As the communication cut out, Harry saw text in his vision:

1 OF 4 MISSION OBJECTIVES COMPLETED

Easy enough. Find new equipment and call it in. Shouldn’t even have to fire a shot.

‘Ok, men, gather around. We have to go in and find new stuff and call it in to command. Let’s go.’

‘Captain,’ Sergeant Wang raised his hand. ‘We still have our drone operator and our electronic warfare specialist, it might be best if we used them to find targets.’

‘Excellent idea, Wang. Drone dude, launch. Oh, and if you can, feed the image to me, I want to watch.’

The drone detached from the soldier’s back and quickly took to the sky. The operator kept the drone low, below the level of the building they were using for cover. Harry saw what the drone saw in the corner of his HUD, the forward-mounted camera showing soldiers unloading their landing craft.

‘Drone dude, I need a shot of those suborbital transports, they seem new. Get in closer.’

The drone dropped until it was less than a metre above the runway. It closed quickly on the closest of the transports until it came into full view, strafing sideways to get a look from all sides. The transport was a long, flat-nosed tube with a delta wing.

‘Send that one through as well, it should be part two.’

2 OF 4 MISSION OBJECTIVES COMPLETED

Another objective met. Too easy.

The drone feed went dead.

‘What happened?’

‘They spotted it, sir, shot it down. It’s inoperable.’

‘Crap. Ok, electronic warfare dude, what have you got for me? That really doesn’t sound as good as drone dude, I’ll work on it.’

‘Sir, nothing on comms, whatever they’re using is below the noise floor. I do, however, have a very strange fluctuation in the high microwave band.’

‘That’s probably it then. Where is it?’

The operator held his arms out.

‘What are you doing?’ Harry asked.

‘Sir, directional antennas on my suit’s wrists. If I hold them out wide I can get a bearing on a signal.’

‘That’s makes sense I suppose. Where is it?’

‘The strongest reading is north-north-west from here. I’ll send it through to your HUD, sir.’

A map appeared in Harry’s view. They were in the south-east corner of the airfield, taking shelter east of a small fuel depot. A line of bearing radiated in the direction of the airport, that was where the signal was. When he closed the map, he found that the bearing was illuminated in his HUD.

Harry looked along the line projected in front of him. As his gaze met the horizon, he saw it. The air was shimmering, a vertical shaft of refracting material distorting the heavy cloud cover behind it.

‘Electroman, do you see that?’

‘Yes, sir. I believe that’s the source.’

‘Can you pull it out or something, make it so I can see it?’

‘Yes, sir, working on it.’

Harry’s HUD overlayed the shaft with a dull purple originating at a location somewhere on the ground and rising to the clouds above. Where it intersected the cloud it punched right through, leaving a turbulent hole swirling around it.

‘Ok, command, you need to see this too, I think, it definitely qualifies as a something weird.’

‘We see it, Captain. You need to get closer, locate the source and identify what it is.’

‘Yep, I can do that. Out.’ Harry turned to his sergeant. ‘Wangster, what’s the best way for us to get to that location?’

‘There’s a main road near here that leads under a taxiway. If we can find cover on the way, it might be our way in.’

‘Ok, roger. Right, well I’ll let you lead the way, it’ll be good experience for you.’

‘Yes, sir. Men, follow me.’

The soldiers ducked as they ran forward. Harry did the same, squatting and leaning in the direction they were heading. He found himself running along somewhere in the middle of the pack, keeping up with the rapid pace of the soldiers in their exoskeletons.

Wang ordered a soldier to scout ahead as they approached the underpass below the taxiway. Harry saw the soldier’s view in his HUD. There, at the north end of the underpass, was an American machine-gun position.

Harry ran over to Wang. ‘What do you think, Wangster?’

‘We take them out, sir. We still have one 12 mm and the Americans aren’t in armour—should be able to do it easy and quiet.’

‘Yeah, good idea. Heavy-weapons man, peek around there and take them out.’

The soldier moved forward and lay prone on the ground, just outside the tunnel of the underpass, a bipod deploying at the end of the long weapon. He pressed himself sideways just above the ground towards the underpass, skidding to a halt when he was inside. He fired off three rapid shots. The Americans hit the ground.

‘Good work. Ok, let’s keep moving, I’ll take the lead.’ Harry was starting to get into the game.

They ran through at full pace, standing upright, bounding on their powered legs. Two soldiers looked up from a ground vehicle they were working on, clumsily bringing weapons to bear. Harry turned his head, squinted at the closest man to focus his targeting reticule, and then clenched his right fist, firing his shoulder-mounted light machine gun. The man went down as a spray of pink mist erupted from his torso. One of the other soldiers took care of the other technician.

‘Boom, got him!’ Harry roared and laughed. ‘Did you see that, Wangster?’

Harry received a collectable kill card for his efforts. The card contained the service record of the American soldier he had shot, the real-life person who this individual game character was based on. This one was William Edmonds, Bill to his friends, Private, twenty-two years old, from Elizabethtown, Kentucky. There was a full service history, along with his family tree, social media and school records, all the information which had made it through the war. It was the details like this which made the Sphere of War series so popular. The card was added to his inventory.

The other soldiers took cover behind the workers’ machine. The alarm hadn’t been raised, and from the width of the beam, it was clear that they were close.

‘Wangster, I’m going forward to take a look. I need one of the men to come with me, pick one.’

‘You, go with the captain. Sir, we’ll cover you.’

‘Come on, kid. Let’s see what’s behind there.’

Harry found himself running through a carpark, ducking and taking cover as he moved. He hadn’t thought before now that the airport would have been running when the Americans landed—the civilians were probably still inside.

At the top of the carpark, just outside the terminal, was the source of the microwave beam. It was coming from a small shipping container, with cables fanning out in all directions. A large dish sat on its roof, pointing directly above. This appeared to be the source of the beam.

Harry sent his images back to command.

‘Captain, we were wrong, that isn’t the source of the beam, it’s the destination. It’s a mobile microwave power receiver, the power is coming from space, and it’s powering those laser machines. Tag it, we’re firing missiles now. If we can shut it down, we can retake the base.’

‘Consider it done,’ Harry said.
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‘Harry, this is command. We have missiles inbound, you need to get out of there. Gather your men and get back to the chopper.’

‘Ok.’ He turned to the soldier. ‘I suppose we should go.’

Harry started running back to his men. As he approached, Sergeant Wang pointed to the air.

‘Look,’ he said.

Harry turned. Missiles were coming in on a steep angle, heading directly towards the microwave receiver. They exploded two hundred metres above its target.

‘Shit,’ one of the soldiers said quietly.

‘Yeah, that is shit. Let’s go blow it up,’ Harry said. As he did, shots rang out and two of his men went down.

‘We’re under attack, back to the landing zone,’ Wang said.

Oh, well, Harry, this is obviously the end of the mission, no point dragging it out. He began running back to the helicopter, streaking ahead of his men. He reached the helicopter first but waited by the door, insisting that his men board ahead of him.

‘Get onboard, sir,’ Wang called.

Harry boarded. Through the window he saw an American C-5, flanked by two Raptors, landing at the airport. The invasion proper had begun. As the helicopter took off, the game’s point of view pulled back and he watched the helicopter fly away. From the distance he could see a stream of American planes on their way. Text appeared in Harry’s vision.

MISSION COMPLETED

‘Aug, close the sim,’ Harry said. His vision faded to black before his apartment came back into view. ‘That was hard work, I need to sit down.’

Harry collapsed in his chair.

‘So, aug, if I do decide to play this game, what’s it going to cost me? Time and money.’

‘They’re using a standard mission-by-mission payment model, as well as costs for equipment and extra characters. I estimate that to play the game completely it would cost three hundred dollars and take six hundred hours.’

‘Wowsers. I mean, not too bad, a dollar per two hours, but I don’t know if I can invest that much time. How long did the last Sphere of War game take me?’

‘Similar time, Harry, five hundred and forty hours. That was, however, four years ago.’

Four years ago. Before Hannah. Back when he had nothing better to do.

Maybe that was it; the telcos had detected he wasn’t playing games anymore and had decided it must be time for him to get married.
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Harry turned the corner and spotted the crowd gathering in the square outside the city hall. That was his cue to change, and with a silent command to his aug he instantly transformed from his streetwear into the tuxedo Hannah had bought from him.

‘Show me how I look,’ he commanded his aug.

Harry stopped and a life-size avatar of himself appeared by his side. He looked good, just like Hannah had assured him he would. The black formal suit was offset by a blue cummerbund and pocket square, no doubt offering a hint of what Hannah would be wearing tonight.

‘I’ll do,’ he said as he resumed walking towards the crowd. ‘Now, where is she?’ The aug picked up the question and in his vision Harry saw an illuminated route to where Hannah was standing.

The assembled guests were the concentration of the city’s most powerful citizens surrounded by the citizenry lucky enough to get an invitation. The politicians, patrons, civil leaders and the rich all gathered only because they knew that others like them would be attending. The event, the unveiling of Yuri’s most recent installation, was secondary.

Harry’s aug led him faithfully, plotting a path through the throng until Hannah was in sight. She stood with her colleagues from city hall, some of whom Harry recognised, all mingling just behind the mayor as she greeted people Harry assumed were VIPs.

Hannah was wearing a long navy-blue dress with a high collar, the fabric shining over her tall, lean body. Her arms were bare and in her left hand she held a glass of champagne. He stopped as she was in sight and watched her with soft eyes, taking in the sight of her as she effortlessly held the centre of the group conversation.

She turned and caught sight of Harry standing there, an excited first glance fading to a reprimanding scowl. Her lips moved silently as she spoke to her aug.

‘Where have you been,’ Harry heard in his ear from across the square.

‘Fashionably late, dear,’ he replied. She let a smile slip through before regaining control of herself.

‘You’re only fashionable because I dress you. Get yourself over here, they’re starting soon.’

Harry’s aug picked out familiar faces as he weaved through the crowd. It provided names for them, and below each was a summary of their last encounter, a mnemonic trigger which allowed Harry to place the other person into context. With nods and hellos he made his way towards Hannah, before gliding up beside her and planting a kiss on her cheek.

‘Hello, darling,’ he said.

‘Hi,’ she replied. ‘Harry, this is Mark, Rachael, Helen, and I think you’ve met Harry.’

‘Ah yeah, that’s right, my namesake. How have you been?’

‘Good,’ the other Harry said. ‘I’m really looking forward to tonight.’

‘Yeah, me too.’ With the minimum social interaction completed, Harry stood back and let the conversation return to its previous flow. While the mayor’s staff discussed the sequence of events for the evening, he remained close to Hannah, her hand gliding to his buttock and squeezing as he leant in. This night was going to be good after all.

A drum sounded. The crowd stopped as one and turned towards city hall to see a drummer standing on top of the steps. With his next strike a second drummer flashed into existence from beneath the aug layer. The two struck again simultaneously, and a third appeared, and then again and again, a new drummer being added with each strike until there were eleven standing in a row. They beat their drums in unison, faster now, the tempo building continuously. Spotlights pointed skywards illuminating clouds swirling in blues and greys, the wild perturbations folding unnaturally inwards on themselves. An eye formed at the centre of the building storm.

‘You’re going to love this,’ Hannah whispered in his ear.

Lightning crashed into the centre of the drummers. The crowd ducked and covered their ears as the sound hit them, the sudden explosion violently assaulting their senses. Where the lightning had struck there was now a column of smoke. The drums started again, and the people watching stood and returned their gaze to the steps of the city hall, reorienting to their environment and remembering that they were there to see a show.

‘You’re right,’ Harry whispered. ‘I wish I could do that.’ Hannah pulled herself in closer.

As Yuri stood from his hunch inside the smoke, the crowd erupted in applause. He stood tall, arms outstretched, his bald head peeking from a black coat studded with coloured crystals. He bowed very slightly to the crowd as the drumming continued, his bulging eyes washing over the guests as he viewed them intensely.

Harry noticed a change in the drummers too. Where there had been men and women there were now human bodies with animal heads. There was a dog, a rooster, a monkey, and a pig that he could see, and others he couldn’t quite make out. They moved as one, swaying with the beat, striking their drums in exaggerated sweeps of their arms.

There was a second crash of lightning, and where it struck a staff appeared in Yuri’s hand. The electricity arced along its shaft and washed over Yuri himself, a blue plasma shell shimmering around the shape of his body before cascading down the steps. Yuri struck his staff on the ground with every fourth beat of the drums, booming over the drummers and sending sparks flying, the wide cuffs on his wrists waved with every movement. The wizard was clearly in control of his familiars, their movements on the drums mirroring the master’s own.

Yuri moved his staff in arcs and waves, a serpentine motion focusing the blue plasma in wispy lines that lingered in the air. He moved up and down the front of the hall, between his drummers and the crowd, building up the shape of his creation. He turned with a flourish, a sphere emerging at one end of the snake. At the other, he focused the energy to a point, the animal’s tail, which broke abruptly as he returned to reinforce the rest of his creation. As the body took form he began to move more slowly, stopping in place to add objects to the animal’s torso, painting four legs as if he was working with molten glass. He built wings for his beast; a faint smoky fabric held in place between thicker supporting struts.

Yuri’s creature was a dragon. He stood behind it, visible through its translucent body, holding his staff horizontally in outstretched hands. He bowed his head in whispered prayer, the conjuror willing his creation into being, the faint plasma solidifying as delicate details began to emerge. What was a tubular torso became ridged with horns along the spine. The dragon’s flesh transmuted from a cloud-like consistency into flesh and bone, and scales of blue and green appeared under its belly. Its feet became craggy and clawed, great spikes grew from the beast’s tail, and from its head emerged teeth the length of Harry’s forearm. The wings were fine, membranous leather attached to impossibly long fingers emerging from the dragon’s back, and it stretched them as it came to life.

Yuri’s dragon was complete. It threw back its head in a triumphant roar, flames licking at its teeth, before a fireball erupted and flew off into the night sky. The flame produced no heat, their augs only able to simulate the sights and the sounds of the artwork.

The crowd yelled its approval, cheers and applause for the master artist and his masterpiece.

Harry was with them in their applause.

‘Fly!’ Yuri commanded in a booming voice. His dragon reared up on its hind legs, flapped its wings and leapt into the air.

Every beat of its wings was a full body exertion, and the dragon rose in a rapid spiral above the city hall. Reflections from the ground below bounced off its metallic green-and-blue scales, sparkling against the night sky like stars, outshone only by the flames that periodically left the beast’s fearsome mouth. Once it reached a height above the skyscrapers, it turned and began gliding over the buildings. It continued to climb with the hot currents as it was set free over the city, sending itself into the collective vision of the citizens casting their eyes upwards each time the dragon erupted in a roar.

The crowd cheered again.

‘It’s been let out now,’ Hannah said. ‘It has been programmed to fly around the city and perch on the tops of the buildings. For the most part he’ll sleep during the day and come out at night. At this stage we’ve got the exhibition scheduled for a month, but I think that once people get used to it they’ll want the dragon around for good.’

‘It is impressive,’ Harry replied. He leant over and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Thanks for inviting me along.’

‘Yeah, like who else would I bring?’ she said. ‘I’m glad you made it, too.’ She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

Harry looked down and saw that Hannah was no longer in her long blue dress—she, and everyone around him, were dressed in their greys.

Well, almost everyone. The governor, standing just metres in front of Harry, was still in his tuxedo, and his wife was wearing the long red dress that she’d arrived in. Murmurs began to rise in the crowd as the guests noticed that there was something wrong.

As Harry gazed around him he saw the buildings made from plain concrete, cracked and discoloured, their clean, modern cladding and walls of glass now gone. The trees demarking the square had disappeared, and in their place were concrete posts topped with antennas. New people, previously invisible, appeared as well. Troopers in black armour armed with long rifles lined the front of the city hall and all around the square, the invisibility afforded them by the AugNet now gone.

‘Huh. Is the net is down for you too?’ Harry asked Hannah.

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘How?’

‘It shouldn’t be possible. I mean, even when the network signal goes down, our local caches should hold enough objects to at least keep the scenery stable. And we should still be peering our objects with each other. I mean, it happens occasionally, you get an outage in an area, but no one ever notices because we’re all connected in a mesh network, and everyone holds part of the scenery.’ Harry trailed off as he thought. ‘Unless they sent a command to clear the caches to all the people at the same time, but that only happens at night and only when you’re home. And not when the local net goes down. This is odd.’

After a while he spoke again. ‘Aug, are you online? Can you see Hannah?’

‘Yes, Harry, I am working properly. I have peer connectivity with other local augmentors but there is no network connectivity.’

‘And the cache?’

‘Cleared in response to a network command.’

He was right first guess.

‘It’s ok,’ he said to Hannah, ‘Looks like it’s an outage of some sort. A weird one, but nothing too out of the ordinary. Our augs aren’t damaged from what I can see.’

‘Might be normal for you, you do this for a living.’ Hannah curled into his shoulder and Harry put his arm around her. ‘Kind of a downer after the night we were having.’

‘Yeah, I suppose it is.’ He looked up to see people in the crowd pointing at the city hall. Letters appeared, drawn in red, dripping down the front of the now unadorned façade of the civic building.

 

Look upon your leaders and see them as they really are.



 

It was an intentional attack on the net.

The crowd turned back to the governor and his wife who had so far escaped scrutiny. Standing out in their obscenely lavish real clothes among the citizens in their austere, rationed greys, the assembled masses forgot about the unprecedented outage and focused instead on those who hadn’t reverted to their issued clothing when the net went down. The singer Lili was still dressed in the black leather skirt and torn top she’d been wearing all night. There was an industrialist in a fashionable beige suit, a state politician in a smart black dress, a model in what looked like a yellow plastic triangular tent. In all, Harry estimated that one in twenty of the guests had been dressed in real clothes under the aug layer.

‘Scab!’ one of the guests near Harry called. ‘You cheating shits!’ said another.

Mayor Myers ran over to Hannah. Like most of the crowd she was wearing her greys.

‘I had no idea the abuses were this widespread,’ she said. ‘Nothing good is going to come of this. These people, they’re going to tear them apart.’

‘This might be an opportunity,’ Hannah said. ‘From what I can see you’re the most senior person here who is obeying the law. If we can get their attention, separate the wasteful few from the rest of us, assure people they’ll be prosecuted, you can make that run for governor next term.’

That’s my girl, Harry thought.

‘Well, he’s not getting re-elected after this. Ok, Hannah, Mark, Helen, with me. Maybe the front of the hall?’

‘I think that’d be best,’ Hannah replied. She passed her clutch to Harry as the mayor and her staffers bolted to the front of the hall.

It was then that Harry saw her. Standing in the middle of the road well outside the city square, perhaps a hundred metres from where Harry stood, was a single woman wearing an issued grey smock. From the distance Harry could see that she was maybe twenty-five, with long blond curls, standing with her arms extended, palms facing forward to the crowd. Her eyes appeared to be closed, as if she were dreaming her way through the ordeal.

She snapped her head towards Harry and opened her eyes. The woman drew her right index finger to her lips in a gesture that insisted that he keep their shared secret, before she disappeared in a puff of smoke.

‘Aug, record the last thirty seconds,’ he said.

‘I’m sorry, Harry, recording is not available. It has been turned off for this location due to the presence of security forces.’

‘Shit. Ok, clear all objects currently stored, use my Cernet emergency authorisation override. She must have sent through a mask when she disappeared, that smoke was certainly not real. Keep an unaugmented view until I say otherwise.’

The aug complied. When he looked back, the woman was gone. He turned his head back to the city hall, the words painted on the building’s exterior had disappeared as well.

‘Well, that didn’t work. Ok, turn it back on. Log the authorisation when we get connected again, I shouldn’t have any trouble justifying it given the circumstance.’ His aug complied. The net was still down, but the letters on the hall returned, no doubt forwarded to him through one of his neighbours’ augentors.

‘Please, everyone, can I have your attention!’ Mayor Myers yelled from the steps of the city hall. Parts of the crowd turned towards her. ‘Everyone, we need to stay calm. I want all the people in greys to move to my left, towards Liberation Street, and assemble there. Separate from the criminals in their wasteful clothes. When the aug comes back on we need to be able to tell who is who.’

There was a grumbling agreement as part of the mass moved as instructed. Some of the clothed tried to follow but were shoved away by the majority, their high social status instantly forgotten in the face of their offences against austerity. To dress up in the real was a wasteful indulgence, a misuse of precious resources for the thrill of elevating themselves above the masses. The social contract of augmented society was predicated on equal access to scarce physical resources, wealth only displayed by being painted in information on top of the unadorned surface below.

‘Police, you men in uniform, surround the criminals, I want them arrested,’ the mayor said.

The police moved in but didn’t face the offending elites. Instead they faced outwards, guarding the clothed people against the angry mob. Armoured cars appeared from nearby streets, responding to the emergency, and stopped just outside the encircled group. The protected people climbed in rapidly and the troops took position on the outside, rifles held towards the crowd in a defiant warning.

The people were having none of it. They yelled at the cars and ran towards them, only realising the futility of their actions as the vehicles roared away.

Harry saw the mayor talking to Hannah from the top of the stairs. She turned to the crowd and spoke again.

‘People, please, my fellow citizens, can I please have your attention.’ Only a few turned. ‘Everyone, I need you to listen, I guarantee that they will face justice.’

‘Silence!’ Yuri boomed. The crowd turned to the artist, unnoticed since the launch of his creation. Even in his greys, his tall, gangly figure and bald head marked him as distinct, the wizard persona more a product of his intense aspect than any informational staff and robe. ‘Listen to your leader,’ he commanded.

Mayor Myers nodded to the artist in a silent thank you. He stood aside as she stepped forward, transforming in seconds to her polished political persona.

‘My fellow citizens, we have witnessed two unprecedented crimes this evening. The first is the disruption to the AugNet and defacement of our city hall. The AugNet is a vital piece of infrastructure, essential for the delivery of food and clothing and entertainment to all the people living in this city. Whoever has committed this act of terrorism will be brought to justice, I assure you. This city will not tolerate disruption to our way of life, especially during a celebration as joyous as this one.’

As she spoke, objects began to flicker back into existence. The graffiti on the town hall gave way to the reappearance of the marble façade, colour returning to the streets as the information flowed through the network that connected the augmentors in the people’s heads. Clothing appeared again, Harry’s tuxedo flashing back into existence, a brief look towards Hannah confirming the return to normality when he saw her blue dress. Everything was back where it should be.

The crowd cheered. The dragon swept overhead, its roar transformed from terrorising to triumphant as it added to the sound of the crowd. The revellers increased in volume to match their new mascot.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, Yuri’s dragon. Step up again, Yuri, we want to celebrate your work and express our appreciation, even if your night was interrupted.’

Yuri stepped forward gracefully and nodded his head slightly towards the crowd again. They cheered the artist as he stepped back into the shadows.

‘I want you all to look for the dragon every night. And when you do, I want you to remember what happened tonight.’

Harry noticed that the crowd was increasing. With the AugNet back up people were gathering around the city hall. His own vision indicated dozens of messages from associates who knew he was at the event tonight. He dismissed them with a glance.

‘I want you to remember this night every night until we have justice,’ she continued. ‘And I’m not just talking about those who brought down the network tonight. No, there was a second crime committed here, and you were all witnesses to it.’

The crowd roared in anger.

‘Yes, be angry. You saw them, I saw them. Politicians, entertainers, sports people, the rich, all flouting our most fundamental prohibitions. They blatantly, in public of all places, bore the objects of excess and inequality in the belief that they could pass right by us, protected by their special access to the net. I for one won’t tolerate it.

‘I say this to you, my fellow citizens. The dragon will fly this city as a reminder, as a symbol, until those who transgressed against you are brought to justice. We know their names, we who witnessed their crimes, and we will remember what they have done. They will make excuses and deny they were here and insist that they are misunderstood. But we witnessed them, and we need to hold them accountable to the people!’

The crowd erupted again. The mayor made her way down the steps and into the crowd, her people now, and shook hands and hugged her constituents, all worked up with the emotion of the night.

As they passed nearby, Hannah flashed a smile Harry’s way. She skipped over and hugged him enthusiastically.

‘Well done,’ he whispered in her ear. She broke the embrace but took his hand, leading him behind her as she followed the mayor through the jubilant crowd.
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Harry was surprised to find himself in a position where he needed to know how many times a day a person, while walking down the street, turns to glance over their shoulder.

A quick search of the literature yielded a reliable method: plot an individual’s movement while taking note of head orientation. If a change in the head position is made from roughly straight ahead to somewhere beyond ninety degrees relative to the starting position before being returned to its original position and the forward motion remained relatively stable, a person could be said to have glanced over their shoulder while walking. They were then given a count of one for each occurrence over the searched time interval.

The algorithm wasn’t one that was used to index data by the telco, it was far too obscure a thing to capture. But it was possible to easily reconstruct with the spatial metadata captured by each of the augs.

During the early days of the AugNet there was a problem of getting informational objects to the augs fast enough as a person moved through their environment. The limitation was that the network interfaces, the routers which were dotted anywhere they could get power, struggled when a large number of people moved into an area and needed to upload new objects into their augs. There were simply not enough radio channels which could serve up the objects, most of which were constantly changing, to everyone who needed to see. That left no bandwidth for the ads.

So they came up with a solution. Instead of increasing the number of devices broadcasting to the augs on limited mid-range frequencies, they rebuilt the augs with six additional wireless interfaces. These operated on higher frequencies, with a shorter range and therefore lower power. Instead of interfacing with the network devices to obtain the augmented objects, the augs communicated with each other, sharing the contents of their local caches with their six closest peers. It meant that anyone moving through the city would receive an updated version of the surface layer from the people who were closest to them and most likely to be seeing the same things.

Along with the content, the informational objects inhabiting the spaces shared by their augmented masters, came the metadata. Most of the chatter that made up the metadata was to allocate the signals and identify the devices, to make sure that the spectrum was re-used as efficiently as possible. But there were eight octets of the stream which carried the spatial data of the augmentor. This was what was of interest to Harry.

The first four octets represented an X- and Y- position on the city grid, two for each. The grid divided the city into four million little squares. The aug took the timing signals from four towers set around the city to place each of the augmented people in a space, about fifty centimetres by fifty centimetres, which happened to fit an average person perfectly. It worked by dividing the city into quarters, with the top left quarter being assigned position 1:1, the top right 0:1, the bottom left 1:0 and the bottom right 0:0. Each square was then quartered again and again, continuing until the city was halved sixteen times. That simple calculation produced the four million squares, each with a unique binary string.

The system made calculations of relative position and direction between augs simple. By measuring the difference between the figure sent by the communicating and receiving augmentors their relative distance and direction could be easily measured. This meant that the signal could be shaped in the right direction and given just enough power so that it would reach the neighbour while allowing the frequency to be re-used as often as possible.

Of course, to measure where to direct the signal the augmentor needed to know which way the person’s head was pointing. That was the next three octets: two for azimuth, and one for altitude.

It did this through a combination of the augmentor’s gyroscope and by calculating the position through the spatial markers seen through the user’s eyes. The markers on the ground matched the grid, each painted square an eight-by-nine grid, a subdivision of grid calculated from the timing signal. The first eight rows measured ground position, the ninth the relative altitude in ten-centimetre increments. The same markers were painted on the walls of the buildings, meaning that the girds were visible even when looking skywards. As the altitude increased, extra rows of boxes were added.

By reading the four visible grids closest to the centre of the field of view, measuring the geometry of each to the others and knowing the position of the customer, the field-of-view look angle could be calculated. The measurements were also used to add greater precision to the location calculated by the timing signals.

Of course, these markers disappeared under the augmented layer visible to the city’s inhabitants.

The forwarding of the head position was useful for the transmission of signals, but it had another more important purpose. It allowed the peered augs to know where the requesting aug was looking and meant that they could prioritise the transmission of the parts of the aug layer that would be needed first. The simple calculations—made from the transmitting aug’s internal understanding of the receiver’s relative position and look angle compared to its own—allowed it to queue the objects in its own cache for transmission to the receiver’s aug. These transmissions, when combined with the broadcasts from the network infrastructure, meant that a person could move seamlessly through the augmented world without missing any of its detail.

Using only seven octets for positioning made the engineers uncomfortable. At first, they used the eighth as a measure of velocity, but when they realised that it could be easily calculated by the neighbouring peers and the network, they dropped the value and kept the octet spare. Then someone came up with the idea of using the octet to encode the user’s emotional state, something which the augmentor was already recording. This meant that the telcos could know a person’s position, their look angle, and how the thing they were seeing was making them feel. Instead of sending periodic emotional logs back to the telcos which would need to be joined to the spatial data later, the telcos could gauge a consumer’s reaction to an advert and adjust it in real time.

This string, the eight octets of data, were sent out every tenth of a second in the encapsulation of the requests for spatial objects. The same eight octets were used to position the augmented object when it was returned to the requester.

All this data served a purpose. It was a means to facilitate the easy transfer of informational objects between users as they moved through their environment. Early in the days of network communication, an analyst had only the signalling to go on, the who-to-who data aided by an occasional where. The content was always private and inaccessible. But as the telcos and the app providers added more and more functionality to the devices, information which was once held in content was gradually summarised, aggregated, and slipped into the metadata stream, its existence justified by stated improvements to user experience. With enough time, computational power and skill, the analyst could rebuild a person from the informational crumbs that bounced through the AugNet.

‘Aug, put in a search to the cluster. Take a random sample of the population, ten thousand consumers. Build a movement vector for each for a single day, maybe last Thursday, I think we have data on him then, twenty-four hours, and then measure for looks over their shoulders.’ He gestured to the document with the behavioural signature still displayed in his field of view. ‘Give me a day count first, and then build a geotemporal model for each in the background with the looks highlighted.’

Harry’s augmentor sent the request. Two seconds later it presented the results of the count.

‘Give me a distribution of the daily counts, highest to lowest.’

His aug presented a bar chart in Harry’s vision. As expected, it showed an inverse power relationship. There were a few individuals on the far left whose counts towered above the others with over a hundred looks, as though they spent the entire day peering back at what was behind them. Then there was a middling group, still relatively few in number, who looked around perhaps a few dozen times during the day but were dwarfed by the few high users. Then there was the long tail of the ramp, the majority of users, who might glance over their shoulder two or three times a day or not at all.

It was a pattern that Harry saw every day. For discrete counts of things that occur in the world, with a large enough sample size and no constraints on the behaviour, the numbers generally fit neatly on a power curve. It was when there were deviations from these patterns that it became interesting—it meant that something was shaping that behaviour, and when it did it was Harry’s job to know what that was.

‘Ok, good. Check the distribution of the leading digits against Benford’s Law.’

It was a long shot—with only three orders of magnitude covered, it would likely be a rough fit if any. But it lined up, at least within a few per cent, meaning that it was probably a reasonably natural phenomenon that Harry was observing. The results didn’t really surprise him—he saw similar patterns every day.

‘Ok, aug, take a look at Wilson Star, put him on the curve of my over-shoulder lookers.’

As expected, Wilson was among the power lookers. Not the biggest, but within the top percentile. On that particular day he had looked over his shoulder one hundred and four times.

‘So, as expected he’s near the top. Right, try this. Take the candle shop, do a spatial search, and give me back the IDs of everyone who has visited it. Then run the shoulder-looking algorithm again and let me know how it compares to the random sample.’

The search took a little longer, nearly ten seconds to get back to him.

‘How do the results compare to the baseline?’

‘The distribution roughly matches that of the baseline population up to the ninety-first percentile, however the rate of looking over the shoulder increases dramatically after that point. The proportionate sum of looks over the shoulder for that cohort is six times what would be expected from your sample, and the numbers are less variable.’

‘Show me on a bar chart,’ Harry said.

Like before there was the long, slowly uplifting tail. However, at the point identified by the aug, the number of shoulder views kicked up dramatically before almost levelling off.

‘Got it! Umm, aug, I want you to take that nine per cent—you’re confident that’s the spot?’

‘Yes, Harry.’

‘Cool. Take that cohort, build me a spatial path for each of them, and plot out their colocations. I want to know where else they might be hanging out.’

‘That search will take fifteen minutes.’

‘Go for it, I have nothing else on.’

Harry received a message from Nigel.

‘Harry, can you come to the conference room? We have something I think you’ll be interested in.’

 

‘We need to figure out who was behind the attack on the weekend.’

The request had come from Nigel, but the authority behind it came from the seated members of the Cernet board. Harry hadn’t seen them in the flesh before today.

‘We have teams on it of course,’ Nigel continued. ‘But as you know I always like to take a moonshot as well. Do what you do best, be unconventional, follow your instincts. You have full authority to go wherever you need to go, just find leads for the investigating team. We’ve got plenty of people looking at the network side of things, what we need you to do is focus on the human element.’

‘Is anyone else looking at this?’ Harry asked.

‘The whole team will be assisting the investigation, but they’ll mostly be doing the routine queries and modelling. I got to pick out one person to take a different approach and after what you did last week with that cult, I decided to pick you. Of course, it helps that you were there that night, too.’

‘Right, that makes sense of course.’

One of the older men leant forward. ‘Harry, I don’t need to remind you that this is strictly confidential. A lot of eminent people were embarrassed by what happened and we need to make sure whoever was responsible is held accountable.’

‘We’re not expecting anything from you, Harry,’ Nigel continued. ‘We’re just casting you out into the wind and seeing where you drop.’

‘Thanks, Nigel. And thank you all for the opportunity, I won’t let you down.’ It was an enormous opportunity, and more importantly for Harry, a fascinating puzzle.

‘Right, I’ll walk him back if you’re done with us here, sir?’ Nigel said.

The greying man at the end of the table, silent and still, nodded slightly. Nigel and Harry headed for the door.

 

‘I’d ask if you’re up for this but I know that you are,’ Nigel said when they were back at Harry’s desk.

‘It’s an awesome problem. Thanks for throwing it to me.’

‘No worries. As I said last week, you’re doing great work, you deserve it. I’d do it myself but this way I get credit for anything you do and whatever the team comes up with.’

‘Well, I’ll do everything I can to make us look good.’

‘All I expect,’ Nigel said. He turned and walked away.

Harry walked over to his desk and pulled a shroud around his personal space.

‘Ok, aug, file away all of the Wilson Star and church stuff, I’ll come back to it when this is done. Did you get the authorisation for this investigation?’

‘Yes, Harry, it arrived during the meeting.’

‘Good. So, where do I start. Umm, aug, give me a text space, arm length, in front of my position as it is, fixed in the air.’

A floating box, white against the background, appeared in the space in front of Harry.

‘Brainstorm. First up, key question: Who brought down the AugNet?’ As the words appeared, Harry dragged them with his hand to the top of the board. ‘Next, we’re after anomalies. People out of place. Arrivals and departures at odd times. Unusual behaviour. So new question, did anyone leave shortly before or during the outage? I know there were arrivals, the people coming in to see what was going on. Oh yeah, that woman.’

The woman with the golden curls. What did he know about her? He knew roughly what she looked like and where she was, that was a start. Harry dismissed the board with a wave.

‘Aug, do you have cameras—of the real, not the aug layer—anything recorded around southeast corner of the town hall?’

‘Sending request.’ The aug was silent for ten seconds. ‘I’m sorry Harry, no footage from the incident is available. There were janitorial cameras operating but their contents have been deleted.’

‘By the offenders or the elites caught in their real clothes? Well that wouldn’t have given me a subscriber identifier anyway, and I think I can place her on a map.’ With that, the aug produced a map of the town square in the air around Harry’s waist. ‘Thanks. Ok, zoom here, this point, buffer out maybe ten metres, there was no one else around, look for network connections from that location just as the incident occurred.’

‘No network connections recorded from that point at that time, Harry.’

‘Do we have everyone else?’

‘Define everyone else please, Harry.’

‘Oh yeah. Everyone in the square, let’s say everyone who could see Yuri at the start of the show.’

‘We have over three hundred people in that area, Harry. I cannot say with certainty that this is everyone who can see Yuri without other data.’

‘Of course, of course. Crap. So she could be one of them, or could be someone who came by later when we have no data. There’s just no data, nothing was working.’

I can’t just give up, Harry thought. There must be something, something he’d missed, a nugget. This was never going to be easy; in fact, it was likely to be the biggest challenge of his career. But without any data he had nothing to go on.

‘Wait, aug, the peer connections were still working. Do we have log files for the peer connections for the mesh network, for the three hundred odd who were there?’

‘No, Harry, there is normally no need to send back the peering logs to the AugNet because it is only required for local traffic routing. Location and state are sent back through the network connection, but not peered devices. The logs are, however, held in the cache of the individual agumentors, normally for up to seven days.’

‘Yeah but the bloody cache was cleared. No, wait, we don’t need the pre-cleared version, that’s our baseline, we have the network connections for then which says who is on the network and where they are. Ok, aug, I’m going to need to think this out properly.’ Harry closed his eyes as he thought.

‘Aug, take the locations and network identifiers of all of the augmentors that were present just before the AugNet went down. Also, grab all of those who were present when the AugNet came back on, the people who rocked up. Build me three sets: set one, those who were present when the AugNet went down and when it came back up again. Then those who were present at the start but left afterwards, they’ll be the real-clothes folks and their lackeys. For set three, give me those who had rocked up before the end but weren’t there at the start. Can you do that for me?’

‘Yes, Harry, we have that data. Working.’

The augmentor was silent for nearly ten seconds.

‘So, confirm this with me, we have no information about the movements of the individuals in any of those sets over that time, correct?’

‘That is correct, Harry. The outage had spread throughout the city.’

‘Cool. So let’s fill in the gaps. I want you to take set one for now, go out and retrieve their peer connection logs, starting from when the caches were cleared by the outage. From that, we should be able to figure out who is where based on their transmitted positions, right?’

‘Yes, Harry, that should be possible.’

‘Then do it.’

‘Working,’ the aug said. It was nearly a minute before it indicated that it was done.

‘Give me a map. Just the square and the town hall and maybe fifty metres beyond each way. I want to see the first set please, their positions before the AugNet went down.’

The aug plotted them on the map.

‘Right. Now add the folks from set two, just their pre-outage locations, colourise them maybe red, make set one blue. And then take the data we have for set one, the peer logs, project it through time, match the locations from the logs and show me how everyone is moving through time. Oh, and as the set three people come in, colourise them green or something. Main thing is I want to see which points are at which location at each time. As a check, make sure it matches the position we have for when the aug comes back online. Can you do that?’

‘Yes, Harry. Give me two minutes please.’

As promised, two minutes later the aug had finished its calculations.

‘Harry, I have identified a number of augmentors which were not present at the outage or the restoration. How would you like them colourised?’

‘Yellow or purple or whatever I haven’t used. Yellow please.’

‘Your map is ready.’

‘Cool. Let’s run it through time. Oh wait, that area I defined earlier, where the mystery woman was standing, if someone crosses over into that space let me know please.’

The map played in real time before Harry’s eyes. After the AugNet went down the people were largely stationary, some shuffling around as they sought out friends and companions. Red and blue circles mingled before the blue circles stepped back from the clothed group. A yellow circle appeared, on the edge of the crowd, and it began making its way towards the demarcated location, crossing the border and setting off the alert.

‘Aug, pause. That yellow circle, identify please.’ Harry pointed at the map where he saw the point.

‘There are six augmentors in that location. I have recorded their network identifiers.’

‘Ok, zoom in, show me them side by side.’ The map zoomed in, but the points remained stacked on top of one another, their locations the same. ‘That’s not right. Aug, overlay the grid, show me which square each is occupying, and check the figures again please.’

‘Checking. The agumentors are all occupying the same space, within the level of accuracy possible through the city spatial grid.’

‘So there are six people standing in a fifty centimetre by fifty centimetre box?’

‘That is unlikely, Harry.’

‘Then they are spoofing their location.’

‘That is also unlikely, Harry.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the augmentors are making stable connections to their peers. If they were not in or at least very close to the locations indicated, the power levels and beam shaping would mean that a stable connection would not be possible.’

‘How close?’

‘Within one gird square, a diameter of one point five metres.’

‘But you said you were picking up six network identifiers in that space.’ Harry stopped. ‘Aug, hypothetically, why would someone have multiple network identifiers?’

‘Unknown.’

‘Ok, we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Take those aug IDs, play them forward— actually, go back first, show me where these devices started and where they ended up. We can see if they stay together or go their separate ways.’

The map started playing backwards. In the minute leading up the identification of the target the augs had moved from the crowd to the spot on the road. Then they disappeared.

‘Where did they go?’

‘There are no records prior to that time.’

‘Yes there are, I can see the blue and red dots.’

‘There are no records prior to that time for the agumentors selected.’

‘Ok, but it can’t just appear from nothing. Where were they before?’

‘Unknown.’

‘And did they stay together the whole time?’

‘Yes, Harry.’

‘Ok. Well, play it forward.’

Harry watched as the yellow dot moved into position. As it did, he noticed something else, four blue dots streaming towards the front of town hall, obviously the mayor and her staff. Then the yellow dot disappeared again.

‘Right. Mark that time, that’s the moment she must have disappeared, right as Hannah was heading off with the mayor. Makes sense that if she can cast a custom mask while the AugNet is down that she can shut of her connections. Wait, aug, were all six augs present up to the time they disappeared?’

‘Yes, Harry, all six appeared and disappeared at the same time.’

‘Then they do belong to the same person, I would have seen if there were five other people there. We’re getting somewhere. Right, I want a subscriber check on those aug IDs, quick as you can.’

‘Those subscribers do not exist in our network.’

‘Wait, what? Then how are they connecting to the AugNet?’

‘They aren’t. They are connecting to other augmentors.’

Of course. To authenticate with the network an aug needed a valid subscriber identifier. But to connect to each other to exchange metadata the augs just needed to keep track of who was who and where they were.

‘She clearly didn’t appear from nowhere. Aug, try this. Just before the six augs appeared at that location, was there anyone or any augs there before, which disappeared soon after?’

‘Yes, Harry. There were six augmentors present at that location the second before the candidate subscribers appeared. They disappeared just before the new augmentors appeared.’

‘Were they seen again? Do we have them from before?’

‘They were not seen again. One of the augmentors was part of set two and was present when the AugNet was disrupted.’

‘Then it had authenticated with the network?’

‘Yes, Harry.’

‘Got her!’ he yelled. He slumped back in his chair. ‘Ok, let’s not get ahead of ourselves, we’ll check this out. So between the outage and the disappearance of the six augmentors, the six which disappeared first, they were colocated the whole time?’

‘Yes, Harry.’

‘Right. Is it reasonable to conclude that the authenticated augmentor, the five others that were colocated and the six that appeared afterwards before disappearing, are occupying the same space over that time period?’

‘If the data is correct, then yes, Harry.’

‘Who is the subscriber for the ID that authenticated with the network?’

‘There is no subscriber, Harry.’

‘What do you mean there is no subscriber?’

‘There is no subscriber listed against that identifier. It was deactivated five years ago.’

‘Then how did it authenticate with the network on Saturday?’

‘I don’t have that information, Harry.’

Harry hit his head with his palm. All that effort and he was no closer to knowing who she was.
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Harry followed the mysterious woman backwards through space and time all afternoon. All he had for his efforts were a shifting series of subscribers, none of which were still registered, right back to early that Saturday morning. Before then she was untrackable. The method he’d used to follow her shifts, by plotting in space the subscribers back to when they came into existence and looking for others that had disappeared just beforehand, failed when a candidate ancestor couldn’t be found for the last subscriber he had.

He suspected that she turned off her augmentor, or whatever she had in her head, when she was near her home. It was just after eight am when he lost her movement history, a likely time for the woman to be heading out for the day. It was also time to give up on her.

‘What’s the time?’

A clock appeared in Harry’s vision. It was half past five, time to go home.

Time and space. The axiomatic truths of geotemporal analysis, such as the inability of an object to occupy more than one space at any time, and that only one physical object can be in the space it wholly occupies at any one time, still held for the woman, whatever tech she was using. It would be in the data somewhere. Harry just needed another approach to the problem confronting him.

But that was tomorrow’s issue. He messaged Hannah.

Hey, haven’t seen you since you disappeared yesterday morning. How are you going?

Sorry Harry, I meant to message you earlier, it’s been crazy here as you can imagine.

All good babe. Are you working tonight, or can we catch up?

I’m sorry, we’re going to be working back late, and then an early start tomorrow. It’s going to be a few days.

All good. Just stay in touch, even if we just grab a meal or something later in the week.

I’ll try. Talk soon .

Bye.

Working back late with the mayor and her colleagues, Mark and Rachael and Helen and Other Harry. Doing interesting things with important people, making decisions, rising to the top. Mayor Myers would be the next governor now, and Hannah would be going with her.

He did wonder what she saw in him. When they matched it had been at a party and they’d hit it off straight away. But unlike their previous encounters, the many they’d both had before, it just kept going. And now he was considering asking her to marry him.

Perhaps that was what the ad had picked up. It wasn’t that it was the right time in the relationship for both Harry and Hannah, it was that it was his last chance to lock her in before she grew to be truly beyond his reach. Harry could be the loyal fiancé and husband who took the back seat while her career took off. But as the boyfriend he was merely a component in the great machine of her perfectly balanced life, an essential part contributing to the smooth running of the whole, replaceable when it became worn or broken or unfashionable or dull.

An idea for a new algorithm came to him. When they met at the party, they were comparable in looks and intelligence and personality and status. But as she rose rapidly through her career, he wallowed comfortably in his curtained pod, contently chasing aberrant behaviours, unmotivated to extend himself into a position of any authority. The algorithm, sophisticated in picking up social status, detects the drift and aims to remedy it, gambling on the possibility that Hannah would say yes. For a company advertising a portfolio of products to both Hannah and Harry it made sense to defend their position and have them progress through the stages of life. They would know that a return to single life would turn Harry solitary and miserly.

This wouldn’t do. He called Vic, an apparition of his friend’s head popping into existence in front of him as the call was answered.

‘Vic, let’s find a bar, I need a drink.’

‘Hi, Harry. No can do, buddy, Brandon is with me this week. But come over if you want, we can have one here.’

‘Well, it’s the best offer I’ll get tonight so you’re on, I’ll see you soon.’

It was only as he started walking out of the Cernet building that Harry realised how tired he was. Even after spending Sunday at home doing very little, the action of Saturday night and the long day at work had left him with no energy. He would limit himself to a drink or two with Vic, and then get a good night’s sleep.

An ad walked up beside him and started talking. Harry couldn’t tell what he was selling, he closed it with a wave of the hand before it had finished its first sentence. He didn’t respond to any of the restaurants or bars or sellers of random wares and eventually they stopped trying to talk to him. They were not getting a sale tonight.

Huang was still there though, always in the distance, always meticulously cleaning or inspecting something, a niggling part of Harry’s sensory ecosystem squatting in the peripheral corners but never quite in focus. He was Harry’s demon hiding in the shadows. Harry resisted any acknowledgment that the presence of the jeweller had registered, but he suspected that somehow the old man knew that the informational seed planted on that first night had taken root and was now infesting his subconscious mind.

He walked on, head down, trying to block out the world around him. It was probably just the stimulation of the past few days, the excessive socialisation, that had him this way. His aug detected his mood and flashed a warning in his vision.

‘Yeah, I know, I’m just in a bit of a spiral. Gimme some music then, something calming.’

The music the aug selected was electric, ambient and gentle, long tones building and resonating and reversing, the complexity of the composition simultaneously present and impossible to grasp as Harry’s mind tried and failed to lock onto any structure. It quickly had the desired effect, his distracted mind freeing his heart rate to return to normal.

His aug detected his relaxing mind and subtly began providing cues to help him navigate his way through the city. The path to Vic’s apartment was shown in a soft, translucent orange stream sitting on the pavement, the direction shifting subtly as obstructions appeared, leaving Harry free from the need to raise his head and acknowledge the world. As he came to an intersection, his aug told him to slow and then stop as a taxi passed by. Harry halted without question. The trust in his aug was built on a relationship that stretched back to when he was five, and the understanding that his symbiont’s interests aligned with his own allowed him to frequently delegate decision-making on their mutual survival to the circuitry inside his head. His flesh mind was free to relax and recuperate while the aug took the lead.

The depth of the relationship, the complex mapping of circuitry and synapses, the co-growth over more than two decades, made man and machine inseparable. Inside the aug was a greatly simplified model of Harry’s brain. This was used to make the interface between them possible. The flesh mind itself understood what the aug was but knew the aug only as a source of electrochemical signals operating parallel to its own senses. Neither needed to replicate the other, they simply needed to know their roles.

This intimacy was hidden from the world. Even with an autopsy and a forensic examination of the augmentor’s hardware, it was impossible to reconstruct the person that was. Both the aug and the mind were plastic. While their core functionality was defined by genetics and design, the implementation was a dynamic interaction between the augmentor and the augmented.

Harry walked and listened, eventually closing his eyes, the path to Vic’s the only thing left visible to him, a singular point of focus leading him on a meditative march through an urban environment which had ceased to exist in any meaningful way. All that was left was Harry and his two minds, the music, the path, and the steady beat of his footsteps. Undistracted, thoughts began to drift into Harry’s awareness, sights and sounds and concepts and memories, all striving to fill the gap left by the lack of sensory information. He let them all pass, acknowledging them and thanking them and wishing them well, but he would not let any of them stay. Eventually, like the ads, they slowed and disappeared, leaving Harry’s mind blank.

The aug recorded the passing of time. Harry’s own mind lost all sense of it.

 

His aug brought him back as he approached Vic’s apartment building. The world reappeared as he opened his eyes, his aug lowering the volume of the music and restoring the ambient sounds.

‘Shall I let Vic know you’re here?’ his aug asked.

Harry nodded. As he made the final steps towards the entrance, the front door opened and an elevator sounded; he stepped inside, and made his way to the fourteenth floor.

At the entrance to Vic’s he knocked instead of going straight in. It was a code they had established back when they shared a room at university to ensure they never caught each other out.

‘Come in, dude,’ Vic said as he opened the door.

Brandon toddled over and grinned up at him from behind his goggles, his face covered in the remains of his afternoon snack.

‘Hi Brandon. Look at you!’ Harry said, picking him up. The infant reached for Harry’s face and felt it, reconciling the sights with his sense of touch as he explored Harry’s features.

‘He’s been doing that a lot lately. First set of aug goggles, and he’s just figuring out that what he sees and what he feels are sometimes different.’

‘How has the transition been?’

‘Good, for the most part. But as expected he’s taking some time to get to know Judy again. He’s always seen her unaugmented, and now she looks like any other woman. His doctor insists that a sudden change is better than the gradual one which we do with people, but I don’t think he’s reconciled that the Judy he sees now is the same as the one who fed him and cared for him all this time. It doesn’t really matter, she doesn’t care and he’ll adapt soon enough.’

‘Where is she anyhow?’

‘She’s been recharging since I got home. She was up all night with him, he wasn’t sleeping.’ Vic opened the fridge. ‘Beer?’

‘Definitely.’ Harry walked over to the kitchen table and sat down, Brandon perched on his lap.

‘I hear you were there on Saturday night?’

‘Yeah. Crazy night. They’ve got me looking into who was responsible for the outage.’

‘You and me both, buddy. It’s stirred up a lot of emotions this one, both the outage and the unpleasantness that came with it.’

‘Do you have any idea who is responsible?’

‘Maybe.’ Vic smiled at him as he handed over Harry’s beer. ‘But if I told you I’d have to kill you.’

‘Sure. Do you reckon it’s like they say, that this is the biggest attack on the network we’ve seen?’

‘I think it’s more that it was targeted, obviously political. Everyone knows what’s under the aug layer, they see it whenever they’re home. We know that the real world is dirty and broken and old, but we can dress it up and pretend it’s something else. We do the same with ourselves. An act like this shows the people underneath when they’re not prepared, like invading someone’s bathroom while they’re taking a shit. Everyone does it, everyone knows their own reality is different from their masks, but you don’t want it exposed in public.’

‘I kind of found it liberating. And fascinating.’

‘You may have an exhibitionist streak then, Harry.’

‘Yeah, maybe. Might have to work on the figure first.’

‘I think we all can. Fatherhood, even splitting him fifty-fifty with Jen, doesn’t leave me with much time.’

‘Good thing you have Judy then.’

‘She is a blessing. Speaking of which, how is Hannah?’

‘Busy. Myers has been flat out since Saturday and Hannah has been with her the whole time. She says that the governorship is in reach now so I’ll probably see a lot less of her for a while.’

‘Maybe,’ Vic said, squinting slightly. ‘But she’s put a lot of very powerful people off after Saturday night, and no one trusts a populist.’

‘But surely the governor’s position is untenable?’

‘Why? Because he was seen wearing real clothes? So were a lot of other people. In fact, I bet the only reason they were all dressed up is because they knew that everyone else would be.’

‘It’s illegal!’

‘Actually, strictly speaking it’s not. You’re not allowed to buy new real clothes, you only get your ration of greys. You’re not allowed to produce them, that’s a misuse of resources. But if you have real clothes you can wear them, and even swap them with other people who have antique clothes. Or anything else you that might be of value. You just can’t use money for them.’

‘So a trading economy? Surely that’s not allowed.’

‘Once again, technically not illegal.’

‘Those clothes can’t be antiques.’

‘Maybe not. But if they were given to someone and they understood that they were antiques, then the responsibility would be on the person who made them originally, not those who obtained them. You’ll find that three weeks from now an illegal trader, with links to the Realers or some other city, will be arrested for illegally obtaining the clothes. He’ll be exiled and will probably end up working for whoever is making them outside.’

‘I’m speechless,’ Harry said.

‘Surely you know about the other economy. I mean, that club you go to. You get the access codes in exchange for doing freelance work.’

‘Yeah, I do modelling for their system, matchmaking algorithms.’

‘Exactly. You’re part of the barter economy. Everything else in our city is either rationed out or sold from inside the AugNet. You get all your food and housing and clothing from the government in exchange for part of your salary, and the rest you spend on items produced in the aug. Basically, the packaging that stops us from realising how shitty this world really is. The telcos provide the augs for free in exchange for owning the ad space, the agencies buy the ad space and the metadata off the telcos, the designers of all the stuff we consume pay the agencies for ads and we buy a bunch of crap we don’t need off the designers. Everyone has a job somewhere in that loop. It’s a closed circle, a perfect economy that produces nothing of value. For everything else, you barter.’

‘I don’t think that the stuff we produce has no value,’ Harry said. ‘What about Yuri’s dragon?’

‘Well, yeah, that’s pretty cool. It’s loose by the way, did you hear? They lost control of the code during the outage and now it’s just responding to its programmed instinct. Apparently, because of the access it was given to the rest of the AugNet for the show, it has been eating some of the ads and launching fireballs at buildings. They’ve had repair crews out resetting objects from backups since Saturday.’

‘It was probably Yuri who caused the outage, as a work of art.’

‘I wouldn’t put it past him,’ Vic said. ‘But even the dragon, Harry, is just some clever programming. Before the war we had highways and skyscrapers and even spacecraft. Now we only have what we have, recycling the meagre remnants ad infinitum, painting over the cracks with illusions. Some people want more, they want something real. Like you and your grand plans to disappear and become a farmer rather than marry Hannah.’

‘I just want to see a tree, dude, maybe some animals, take a few risks. I’ll leave the agriculture to the Realers. But I don’t feel any need to break the rules here in the city and I don’t know why anyone would.’ Harry looked over at his friend. ‘How about you? What do you want?’

Vic paused before answering. ‘Honestly? I have what I want. I haven’t told you this, and you can’t mention it to anyone, but I got myself ahead on the waiting list to get Judy. I was sick of the android brothels and the sims and was able to use my skills and my access to help someone out. In exchange they bumped me to the top of the list. Once I had Judy, I could enter into the contract for a child with Jen, and we had Brandon a year later.’

‘Surely that could get you in some trouble. And don’t worry, I would never tell.’

‘It’s cool, Harry, I trust you. Theoretically, it’s a misuse of my position which could see me demoted, but the people I work with, some of them know about it. And I know what they’ve done as well. Harry, everyone does it. Hell, you did, and you didn’t even realise.’

‘Yeah,’ Harry said. ‘I suppose I’m a bit naïve that way.’

‘And that’s why we all love you.’ Vic took a long sip from his beer. Brandon tried to follow his father, reaching for Harry’s bottle before he moved it past the infant’s grasp. As he began to cry, Judy emerged from the bedroom.

‘Oh, hi Harry,’ she said sleepily. She was wearing a sundress, long bare legs ending in un-shoed feet, her blond hair pulled over her right shoulder. Just as Vic had always planned to make her.

‘Hi Judy,’ Harry said. ‘Do you mind taking him?’

‘Of course not.’ She leant down and kissed Vic before rounding the table to pick up Brandon.

‘So, given all of that,’ Harry said, ‘could I ask you about something I’m working on?’

‘Shoot,’ Vic replied.

‘There’s this woman who was at the show, and the data is showing me that she’s running six augs at the same time. I don’t know if she’s connected to the outage, but it’s weird.’

‘Custom hardware.’ Vic nodded. ‘Rare-ish, but some people do it. I mean, for most of what people want to do, like your angel cultists, a piece of code will do the trick. But there are those who go further.’

‘Surely that’s illegal at least.’

‘Harry, you have to stop assuming that the law is there to stop people from doing what they want. The whole idea of life here in the city is that you can pretty much do whatever you want in the aug space so long as you’re not hurting anyone, and you watch the occasional ad. It’s no one’s business that you put on a dress and pick up chicks in bars, so why should the law get involved?’

‘I’ve stopped doing that. You know, because of Hannah.’

‘No one cares, Harry. Well, maybe Hannah would, but I won’t tell.’

‘Gee, thanks.’

‘We come up against this a lot. They think of those of us who work for state security as tracking down everyone to see what they’re hiding under their beds. The truth is that we only really care about the political crimes, the people who want to do serious harm to the city and its institutions. The proper bad guys. The police look after the bodily crime that occurs between people in the real and the rest is none of anybody’s business.’

‘So, you’re saying that we should all just get away with what we want?’

‘For the most part. You do you, I’ll do me, and we’ll try to get along and keep out of each other’s business.’

‘Man, I am naïve.’ Harry sat silently for a while. ‘You know, I really haven’t taken advantage of what is on offer, have I?’

‘No, my friend, you have not. Live a little. Or don’t, I’m not your boss.’

Harry laughed over his beer. ‘You know, sometimes I wish I had your outlook on life.’

‘Well, it’s worked for me so far.’
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Harry woke with a start. His aug, detecting the change in his state, presented the morning’s news and social media feeds in Harry’s vision.

‘Aug, scrap that. Connect me with the Cernet internal network, I need to get this down. Oh, and message Nigel, I’ll be working from home today.’

‘Both done, Harry.’

‘Ok, keep up with me. We can’t track her over her bed-down period, because she’s probably disconnecting around those times. So, we have to catch her during the day. What that means is that we need to find some way to detect what she’s doing as she’s doing it. I need live feeds of the peering logs. Only I can’t alert her, so let’s only go with those who are already connected with the network. Put that in first, I want all augs to send in logs of their peer connections, every five minutes to start. If she is online and she detects it, she’ll probably just switch identifiers straight away. Wait, is this within the scope of the authority I have been given?’

‘Yes, Harry. All augmentors currently connected to the network have now been given instructions to send peer logs once they leave their home or other restricted area.’

‘Right. Well, get me a grid map of the city, all sixteen million squares, and plot out how many augmentors are in each square each second based on the peer log connections. There should be one, maybe two in each square for each one second span, I can’t imagine a reason for more. Then figure out which ones have six augs in them. It’ll be within the capabilities of Cernet to calculate it, right?’

‘Yes, Harry. The logs contain the grid-square identifier, a timestamp at one second intervals and the user identifier for each connected device. I will be able to split the logs by time, sort them, and any square with more than one identifier will be highlighted. It is computationally intensive but linear.’

‘Fantastic. Do it, and let me know if you get a hit.’

Harry sat up in bed, pleased with what he had done. He might even be able to justify getting the peering logs set up as a constant feed after this if it turned out they were valuable. It could lead to recognition, promotion, or anything.

He went into his bathroom, quickly showered and tidied himself, before pulling on a fresh set of greys and slippers.

‘How is it going?’ he asked.

‘No hits yet, Harry,’ his aug replied.

That meant there was time for breakfast.

‘Aug, Harry’s big breakfast again today, I’m going to need it I think.’

By the time he reached the kitchen his food emerged from the prepper. He sat himself at the table and began to eat. As he was biting through a sausage, his aug alerted him that he had a hit.

‘Show me,’ Harry said.

Two blocks over from where he’d lost the woman the day before, a series of grid squares were highlighted. A path showed six aug identifiers moving together through the street.

‘Ok, brilliant, it worked. Right, the identifiers, is one connecting to the network?’

‘Yes, Harry.’

‘Good. Are we getting logs from it?’

‘No, Harry, it was not connected to the AugNet when the command was sent through. Should I send the command to the augmentor?’

‘No, don’t do that, we don’t need to know who she’s connected to, we have the other side. We’ll keep our observations passive for now. We have logs coming in every five minutes, I want you to buffer around her last location, just three hundred metres, and for all the augmentors in that range, just the ones we’re getting logs off now, change the period between sending logs to a minute—actually, thirty seconds. Keep it tight around her last locations, refine it as you go, we just need to focus on her.’

‘That’s done, Harry. We have more results.’

‘Oh great. Right, keep dropping the time spans and the spatial buffer as you home in, I want to get it down to a live feed for everyone within peering range of her.’

‘Yes, Harry. Please give me thirty seconds to refine the searches.’

‘Thanks.’ Harry ate hurriedly, aware he may not get the chance to finish his breakfast.

‘We have near-real-time tracking, Harry.’

‘Show me,’ he said.

A map of the city appeared in Harry’s vision. He used both hands to zoom in, focusing on the path the woman was making until the individual grid squares could be seen. One square was painted, the one occupied at the time, and it moved as the woman weaved her way through the other people.

‘Ok, next up, I want get a look at her. Take the other people in the area, give me an image of what they see when they’re looking at her, then show me what she looks like. Construct a 3D model, please.’

‘Working, Harry.’ The aug stayed silent for nearly a minute. ‘There has been an error, Harry.’

‘What kind of error?’

‘The rendering did not work. It appears as though there are several different people, or at least several images, occupying that space.’

‘She must be sending through different masks from the different connections. Try this. The five identifiers not connected to the network, the ones that just go to the peers, filter the images to just be from each of the identifiers. Then try to stitch them up.’

‘Working. That worked, Harry. I have five images for you.’

The women appeared in Harry’s vision. They were all different, some with darker skin, some fairer, red and blond and brown hair, even different body shapes. The golden-haired woman he remembered was not among the renderings, but it was unlikely that she would be using a mask that resembled her look in the real.

‘Hmm.’ Harry thought for a moment. ‘Aug, do I have authorisation to go into anyone I need to?’

‘Yes, Harry.’

‘Ok. Then set it up, let me in, I need to see what’s coming into her feed, and what she’s doing.’

‘One moment, Harry. Connecting.’

Harry rushed over to his couch and sat down. He closed his eyes and felt the connection establishing, the gradual merging of his senses with another. For a moment he held an exterior view of the woman, her view of herself held in her own aug, and he saw that it was the golden-haired woman he had seen at the town hall.

As he drifted towards her she looked up, shocked, and held out her hand. She booted Harry from the connection.

‘Whoa,’ Harry said. A nauseous shudder flowed through him as he was yanked back into his apartment. ‘Is she still connected?’

‘No, Harry, the device has disconnected from the network.’

‘Damn. Start the process again, look for connected devices near her last location, go on from there.’

‘I have another candidate, Harry.’

‘Already? Ok, show me on the map, but don’t interact with it at all.’

A new path appeared, near where the first finished, moving quickly through the streets.

‘Do a comparison. Could the two objects be the same? Could she have covered that distance in that time?’

‘Yes, Harry. A fast walk at six kilometres per hour would allow her to cover the distance between the two detections.’

‘Good. Got her again. Aug, I just need you to keep tracking. If you lose the connection find her again like I showed you.’

‘Yes, Harry.’

Harry scoffed down the rest of his breakfast and bolted out the door.

 

‘Aug, I need you to turn the whole aug layer off for me, use my Cernet authorisation. Everything you get needs to be logged. Every connection, every object coming out of the AugNet to me, everything sent to me and from my peers. Keep a virtual image of the local environment in memory and interact with peers as though I’m operating normally, I need it to look like I’m a normal consumer. If there’s anything I need to deal with or avoid let me know, but otherwise I just want to see a path to the target.’

‘Understood, Harry.’

Harry’s world turned grey. The path below him, the white marble stones, faded to a coarse, anti-slip concrete. The walls of the buildings stopped imploring him, the animated advertisements disappearing with a flash, replaced with smooth concrete set at a brutal ninety-degree angle to the ground. The windows disappeared and were replaced by blank walls, ventilation ducts jutting out at each floor ensuring airflow but offering no view of the activity inside. The crowd, building with the morning commute, were grey as well, covered collar to cuff in the issued pyjamas. Trees turned into concrete posts, the few vehicles on the street were dull and unpainted, the bins and antennas bare and uncoloured. Even the reference points, painted black against the grey, offered no relief.

It was only as he looked up that Harry saw a break in the palette. The morning sky glowed in pink and yellow and blue, the last breath of sunrise reflecting off the light cloud covering that peeked between the buildings.

Harry stopped and stared skywards. The colours were muted, softened by the low light, the clouds stained by the tones of the morning sun but never painted by them. There was no brashness, no movement, no clean lines or distinct patterns. Harry’s vision, conditioned to react to the hard light and bright colours of the grounded life he lived, teetered on a liminal ledge, his mind insisting that the sky must be a painted background suspended high above the real city below.

‘Aug, remind me to look up occasionally.’ Harry’s augmentor beeped an affirmative.

The path to his target shone in the familiar dull orange, and text in his vision told him she was two kilometres away. Harry moved at a regular pace, easily making his way through the crowd with all distraction gone, the disconcerting quietness of the city broken only by the citizenry periodically interacting with ads visible only to them. Normally Harry’s aug would filter it out. In the real he had no option but to eavesdrop.

‘Fuck off,’ he heard as someone brushed past his shoulder.

‘Is he talking to me?’ Harry asked his aug.

‘No, Harry, I don’t believe so.’

‘Must have been an ad.’

As he wandered, he watched, and he saw the irritated scowls, arm waving and swearing directed at the commuters’ invisible companions. Each caught in their individual delusions, each certain the anonymity of the AugNet would censor their reactions. The solid, civil community Harry thought he observed every day was as much an illusion as the ads.

Harry did his best to shut out the muttering but found himself laughing to himself at inopportune moments.

‘Please tell me that my mask is filtering all this out.’

‘Your mask is filtering out your reactions, Harry.’

‘Good. I won’t hold back then.’

He was basically on autopilot, the target of his expedition held in the crosshairs of his aug, no need to do anything but follow. It left him free to observe. Peeking under the aug layer made the anomalies stand out, those infrequent interjections of colour, a wristband on one woman, a ring on another, a bald man with a tattoo on the side of his head.

‘Aug, show me that guy as he is in the aug.’

The man sprouted a mop of black hair, the tattoo covered completely. Harry saw tattoos every day, but they were informational and impermanent, a licensed design pasted on the skin, often moving and sometimes talking, with no need to mark the skin. Harry hadn’t been aware that you could still get a real tattoo.

What he didn’t see were any people dressed completely in real clothes. He suspected that if anyone owned them they wouldn’t be game to wear them in the current climate, especially if the net went down again. But there were subtle points of difference presented in the real. The adornments, invisible in the augmented world, must have served another purpose, not for status or fashion or to make a statement, but for something internal. It was not something Harry had noticed in the few times he’d seen the real when investigating a consumer.

‘Harry, your target is nearly in visual range. She’s stationary, approximately two hundred metres from you, around the corner.’

‘Cool, thanks.’

Harry slowed as he moved around the corner. She was still too far away to make out, but his aug had illuminated her with a yellow halo. Harry kept moving, gazing around the streets, trying to maintain the appearance that he was still being fed information by the AugNet. He didn’t know what custom software she was running and wanted to be sure that she didn’t pick him out from the crowd. But with every sweep of his eyes he locked onto the woman, his aug faithfully recording the images, building a visual record of her features.

He stopped when he came within a block of her, standing still and staring as if transfixed by an ad. But his eyes locked on her, the same long golden hair falling down her back, the same grey dress, and now a clear view of her face, round and fair and open. Harry felt his pulse quicken in anticipation, anxiety and fear building, a voyeuristic pleasure emerging and quickly disappearing as shame took hold.

The woman looked towards him and smiled. She turned and ran away.

‘Harry, she just sent a highly tailored mask to you. It would have made her disappear in your vision were you connected to the AugNet.’

‘Right. You recorded it?’

‘Yes. She has also switched network connections again.’

‘Ok, but you still have her?’

‘Yes, Harry.’

Harry started marching after her, keeping a quick pace while attempting to look as nonchalant as possible. When she rounded a corner he lost sight of her, relying on the path displayed by the aug to stay on track, his internal compass faithfully guiding him towards his goal. He spotted her again, this time she was looking straight at him. Harry stared back.

‘Harry, she has sent the mask again.’

She moved ten metres to her right, her eyes tracking him as she moved, locking onto Harry with the concern of wary prey. Her face shifted, shock emerging, and she ran again. As she ducked down a side street Harry followed, his steps guided by the illuminated path provided by the aug. Then the path abruptly disappeared.

‘What happened?’

‘She has disconnected, Harry, and I haven’t been able to find another identifier. I cannot track her.’

‘Shit. Ugh, ok, package up what you have, save it. Keep looking for the anomalous connections, I suppose I’ll look for her the old-fashioned way.’

Harry walked the street urgently, checking faces as he passed the city’s residents, searching desperately for the woman. She would have found safe ground by now, wherever it was she spent her nights, or somewhere else, somewhere hidden, somewhere that would be impenetrable to his analysis.

It was futile. Harry gave up, for now at least.

‘I need coffee. Turn everything back on please.’

The city came alive. Ads called from the recently empty walls, mid-sentence, unaware of the oblivious state from which Harry had emerged. The people came to life too, greys replaced with blue suits and green dresses, hats and gloves and designer shoes. The city’s architecture re-emerged from underneath the grey concrete, sensory shells wrapping their underlying structures with style and modernity.

Harry felt relief despite the AugNet intruding on his otherworldly morning adventure. The sights and sounds of his city wrapped him in its embrace, gently whispering assurances of familiarity, distraction and abundance. He spotted a café across the street and made his way inside.

Harry found a booth in the back corner as a waiter approached.

‘Good morning, what can I get you?’

‘Cappuccino. And one of those muffins, the chocolate ones.’

‘Right away!’

Harry rested his head on the table. ‘No hits?’ he asked his aug.

‘No, Harry. She hasn’t reconnected to the network.’

‘Ok. Just tell me when she does.’

Harry’s coffee and muffin arrived and his aug paid the bill. He sat there, taking small sips, breaking off pieces of muffin and putting them in his mouth unenthusiastically. He’d been beaten by someone better, someone whose mastery of the AugNet exceeded his own. Even with the privileged access afforded him by his Cernet employment, she’d escaped, and he had no way to find her so long as she kept her aug turned off.

It was more than a matter of professional pride. Harry had spent his career mastering the flow of the AugNet, building an understanding of the bits and bytes that accompanied the informational objects, which allowed him to follow the faintest of threads to a conclusion. And just as he was starting to be recognised for his efforts, he had lost to someone better than him. It was a personal failure.

‘Harry, she has reappeared. Ten metres away to your right.’

Harry turned and looked out the window. The golden-haired woman was standing there, looking straight at him, slouching in disappointment as she realised that he’d detected her reconnecting to the network. She walked into the café and made her way towards Harry before sitting on the padded chair across from him.

‘I’m Sheri,’ she said. ‘I get the feeling you’re not going to stop following me, so I figured I may as well save you the trouble.’

‘Hi,’ Harry said. ‘I’m, uh, Harry Bo.’

‘Ok, Uh Harry Bo, so tell me, why are you following me? Are you some sort of stalker?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing like that, I work for Cernet. Your aug puts out some really weird data, so I wanted to find out what was going on. That’s all.’

‘Well that sucks. Still, you’re telling the truth, I give you that at least. Those bastards assured me it was all untraceable. How did you find me?’

‘Well, to be honest, I saw you at the exhibition, and afterwards I was looking for anomalies and you stood out. Wait, I should be asking you the questions.’

‘Sure, if you want to. I remember you. And from memory you liked what you saw, am I right?’

Harry was glad his mask was there to hide his blush.

‘I do need to ask you some questions. First, who are you? You’re using a bunch of false identifiers.’

‘This is my real one, the one I’ve got running now. It has my real identity behind it.’ As she spoke Harry’s aug displayed her account, her real identity under all those disguises. ‘I jump around a bit, but I still play by the rules, still get the ads forwarded to me through a proxy. I just ran the false IDs because the guy who sold them assured me it would mean that I would have an extra layer of protection.’

‘That’s illegal,’ Harry said.

‘No, it’s not. And you know it’s not. You’ll figure out pretty quickly that you can’t lie to me, Harry.’

‘And why is that?’

‘Because I’m an empath.’

Harry’s eyes narrowed in confusion, and his aug displayed a definition of the word.

empath (n) person with the paranormal ability to perceive the mental or emotional state of another individual.

Harry laughed.

‘You don’t believe me?’

‘Well, no. I don’t believe in psychic powers.’

‘You mean like having a magical invisible friend inside your head who tells you things about the world?’

‘Ok, so how do you do it?’

‘No, you first. How did you track me?’

‘You’ve got extra augs running, five plus the one connected to the network, and I noticed that they were all in the same place. Which is of course impossible.’

‘Clever. But not completely true. I only have one aug, just like everyone else. I have five other mesh network interfaces which connect to people around me, just so I can share metadata and objects. They don’t connect to the AugNet. Which is why you shouldn’t have been able to detect them.’

‘I used the peering logs of everyone around you. Your extra connections make you stand out.’

‘Clever. Really clever,’ she said. They both sat in silence.

‘So how does that make you an empath?’

‘It’s just one part of it. I designed it all myself, plugged together a bunch of tech to give me this ability. The extra interfaces let me access more people, so I get a sort of background noise of the emotions of people around me, just the coarse readings from the emotional state metadata. That’s why I was at the exhibition, because big crowds tend to have an amplified effect.’

‘So you didn’t have anything to do with the outage?’

‘God no. The last thing I want is to get noticed. I was just there to soak up the atmosphere.’

‘Hmm. Go on.’

‘Well, beyond the metadata, there’s the visual cues. My aug looks at people’s faces and body language in the real and extracts their emotions. It means that I can focus on someone and feel exactly what they’re feeling.’

‘You mean your aug tells you?’

‘Yes and no. People have auras, and they shine according to their emotional state. When I’m in a crowd and they’re all synced up I see it as a coloured cloud, and it’s quite something. It’s a type of synthesised synaesthesia I suppose. But I feel it as well. I have some irregular hardware.’

‘And what is it?’

‘To be honest I don’t really want to say. What are you planning to do with me?’

Harry thought back to his conversation with Vic. She gave a reasonable explanation of her presence at the show and Harry believed her when she said that she’s wasn’t involved.

‘Well,’ Harry said, ‘if you had nothing to do with the outage then it’s not my business what you do in your own head. I am curious, though.’

‘Ok. Well, before I give you the full briefing, let me show you what I see first. As a gesture of goodwill.’

Harry’s aug informed him that she was trying to establish a connection, to stream a visual overlay to him. His aug assured him that it wasn’t malicious, and he nodded.

It was like she had described it. The people, everyone in the café, were surrounded by glowing auras. The waiter walked over, he was glowing pink. He spoke to Sheri.

‘Can I get you a drink?’ he asked.

‘Sure. Green tea, please.’

The waiter left, Harry following him with his eyes the whole way.

‘So what does a pink aura mean?’

‘Some sort of romantic or sexual attraction. It wasn’t for me, probably someone out back or someone he’s thinking about. Or maybe even for you.’

‘And the blues, the light blue, the man at the counter?’

‘Contentment, maybe calmness. The colours just come from the metadata, they’re vague. Unless of course you get something bold, a red for lust, a black for anger.’

‘So what am I feeling then? I can’t see your aura by the way.’

‘Of course not. I know what I’m feeling. You’re seeing what my aug is projecting in my own head. And as for what you’re feeling, it’s mainly curiosity, plus doubt and a little attraction.’

Harry felt himself blush again. Sheri laughed.

‘Oh Harry, you animal!’ she said mockingly.

‘Turn it off,’ he said to his aug. ‘And now no doubt you can tell that I’m angry.’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Look, sorry, I’m not used to being in this position. I normally have an advantage over most people.’

‘No doubt. So tell me, this custom hardware you have . . .’

‘My aug doesn’t just interface with my senses. I have connections into my limbic system, plus some other parts of the brain that don’t normally get much attention. It stimulates the parts of the brain that process emotion meaning that I feel whatever emotions are out there.’

‘You’d need to jailbreak your aug to do that. Plus you’d need surgery to put the extra hardware in.’

She gave him a nod, her eyes downcast before she looked up abruptly. ‘But I still watch the ads. I know I shouldn’t mess with my aug, I mean it’s Cernet’s property of course, but I’m a good consumer, eighty-seventh percentile.’

‘Look, I don’t care about what you’ve done to your aug. I didn’t notice you because you had stopped consuming, I noticed you because of the events at the town hall the other night. Hell, if you weren’t involved in the outage I probably shouldn’t be looking at you at all. But what do I do with you now?’

‘I could give you something in return, for not dobbing me in.’ She looked at him and feigned shock. ‘Well not that, Harry, you have too much guilt about you, it wouldn’t be good for me.’

‘You’re not doing yourself any favours here.’

‘I can’t help myself. But I know people, people who can get you what you need. I write apps and I design hardware, and there are people who owe me favours. With your access they could owe you favours as well, if you’re interested.’

‘No, I’m fine. I mean, maybe, I’ll think about it.’

‘There’s a world of possibilities out there, Harry, things to sense and more, the product of that intersection of creativity and hedonism which has elevated us to where we are today. I suspect that beneath that corporate suit and nerdy image there’s a beast waiting to be unleashed.’ She looked at him carefully. ‘Or maybe it has already.’

‘I dabble a little, some unregistered sims, nothing major.’ Why was he telling her this?

‘I thought as much. Harry, trust me, whatever you’re in to, I can help you out. And there is so much more out there.’ Sheri’s tea arrived, and she took a purposeful sip. ‘You know, I would get a kick out of being your guide. Break you in, so to speak. I mean, you’re clever enough to find me, I’m sure you’ll thrive.’

‘Maybe,’ he said again, but this time he was smiling. She had undoubtedly picked up the tell. He needed to get back in control. ‘But I’m at work, or at least I should be. And if you didn’t bring the AugNet down then I suppose I should get back to finding out who did.’

‘Yeah, sorry, can’t help you out with that one. But I mean what I said about owing you a favour. You’ve got my ID now, you can reach me there any time.’

‘I might do that.’ Harry got up to leave. ‘I have to say, it’s been a pleasure to meet you, Sheri.’

‘Likewise,’ she replied. She offered her hand for him to shake, then went back to her tea as Harry left the café.
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Sheri was the only lead Harry had that day. He scanned through the hundreds of people there for Yuri’s exhibition, from the gathered masses to the clothed elite, to the mayor and Yuri himself. He hadn’t managed to find anything as interesting as his mystery woman.

He’d also spent some time looking at the dragon, hoping to establish an improbable connection between the loosed beast and the outage, his best remaining hypothesis. There was nothing there, either. The dragon was a product of pure information, an application running on the main AugNet object repository and was an integrated part of the city’s background environment, as much a part of the city as the buildings and the ads. If there was something malicious in its code, it had long since been deleted. The best theories going around were that it had switched to an automated mode when it had lost its connection to Yuri, turning the city into a dragon-friendly habitat.

As the afternoon dragged, Harry set his aug to track the dragon as it swept past the buildings. He watched from its wingtip as it dipped and soared, glancing down for prey before launching itself in a swooping dive towards some unsuspecting part of the AugNet. A cartoon sailor, advertising smoked anchovies, was the first victim Harry saw the dragon devour. It scooped the man up with a single swing of its head, fire erupting from its mouth as it cooked its dinner to a crisp. Some people ducked as the beast made its way clumsily past them, but most cheered as their newly anointed champion launched itself against the corruption and excess of the city.

It was causing something of a dilemma for the AugNet authority who were trying desperately to find a way to moderate the dragon’s behaviour without destroying it. There was political pressure to keep it alive, particularly after the mayor’s statement on Saturday night. But the disruption it was creating was starting to have an effect, and politicians at the state level were expressing some concern that the dragon was negatively impacting the quality of life of the residents. Of course, they insisted that the city was autonomous, and could do as it pleased. It was simply for the sake of their constituents, the silent majority, that they were voicing concern that the dragon was becoming an unwanted symbol of dissent.

A call came in, it was Hannah. Her face appeared in his vision.

‘Hey there,’ she said. ‘Are you busy?’

‘I am the exact opposite of busy. How about you?’

‘Yeah, flat out. But I’ve been told I need to take the night off, so I was thinking, dinner and then maybe crash at your place?’

‘That sounds perfect. What are you thinking for food?’

‘To be honest, pizza on your couch is about all I’m up for. I can’t guarantee it’s going to be a late one.’

‘Sure. I’m working from home today, had some work I could do from here so rock around whenever.’

‘Oh great. I will be there in less than an hour.’

‘Sounds perfect, see you soon.’

She blew Harry a kiss and then disappeared.

‘Aug, log me off the Cernet system, I’m done for the day. And turn everything off, I need to tidy up.’

With his apartment bare again Harry could see how it really looked. It wasn’t too bad, just some plates and cutlery from breakfast and lunch lying around. He picked them up and returned them to the prepper for cleaning.

‘Not too bad. Aug, vacuum and dust please.’

His disc-shaped vacuum emerged from under the sink, and the dusting drone took off, tethered to the vacuum by a slender, flexible hose. It did a lap of the room, skirting the furniture and the walls, while the drone above extended its probe, connected to the vacuum by the hose and removed the dust from his furniture.

Happy his living room was being taken care of, Harry went into the bedroom and made the bed, picking up the clothes draped on it and putting them in the basket. He realised he should have taken advantage of the day at home to get some washing done but it was too late now.

The bathroom needed work. The building’s cleaning android was due to come by tomorrow and it showed. The basin was dirty with soap stains and stubble, and the toilet needed attention as well. There was nothing else to be done, so he grabbed a cloth, a brush and some spray and set to work.

He’d always thought he was reasonably tidy, his approach that of a lazy bachelor, minimising mess and cleaning up as he went in order to leave less work later. It was something that Hannah had complimented him on early in their relationship and he had tried to keep his standards high, especially when she was around. The effort seemed to pay off, and she preferred to spend the nights at his apartment than at hers.

With the cleaning done he attended to himself, taking note of his appearance beneath his mask. He looked run-down, the day’s futile chase wearing at him. Harry stripped off and stepped into the shower, the hope being that the warm water would refresh him and bring him back to something resembling his best.

It was as he was stepping out that Hannah approached his building.

‘I’m here,’ she said.

‘Oh good, come up, I’m just stepping out of the shower.’ Harry’s aug opened the door for her and she made her way upstairs. Harry heard her enter before her voice called out from the other room.

‘Why is everything off?’ Hannah asked.

‘Oh, I was just tidying up,’ Harry replied. ‘Aug, turn it all back on.’

‘Better.’ She walked into the bathroom and kissed Harry on the cheek. ‘Oh that looks good, I need a shower.’ She stripped off in front of him, Harry watching with a grin, and stepped inside.

‘I can get back in there, you know, if you want,’ he said.

‘No, I’m good. Just give me ten minutes or so to get these last three days of work off me. After that I might feel human again.’ She poked her head out from behind the curtain. ‘Oh, and order the pizza, I need pizza. And a towel. And a change of clothes.’

‘Anything for you, my dear.’ He ducked forward and kissed her before turning and heading to his bedroom to get changed.

Showering separately. Another candidate for Huang’s conclusion that it was time to get married.

Once he was done, he took out a pair of his pyjama pants and his grey hooded top, Hannah’s favourite, and set them on the bathroom sink. Harry wandered back out and dropped himself on the couch where be brought up the menu for Joe’s pizzeria.

He selected a pizza with the lot, one he knew Hannah liked, and a stick of garlic bread. As he placed the order and sent his payment his prepper came to life, building the layers of food from its store of synthesised, optimised constituents, and finally linking in the licenced appearance, taste and smell that Harry had leased off Joe for the night. He heard the water turn off and told the prepper that they were ready to eat.

‘Oh my god, that smells amazing,’ Hannah said, drying her hair as she paced over to the couch. ‘You’d think I hadn’t eaten all day, but they’ve been bringing it in by the trolley load.’

‘You’ve been working hard, that’s why,’ Harry said as he sat beside her, pizza and bread in hand.

Hannah tore off a piece of the bread. ‘Drink,’ she said. A piece fell from her mouth, but to her credit she caught it and rapidly returned it to its home.

‘Wine?’ Harry asked, standing. Hannah nodded and he silently placed the order for two glasses of merlot with his prepper.

He sat back down to find Hannah into her second piece. He handed her a glass.

‘Sorry, I’m hungry. I will leave you some, I promise.’

Harry grabbed himself a piece. ‘If you get through this we can grab another easily enough. I’m the same today, famished. It’s been a long day.’

If there was anything in Harry’s life that could have served as an indicator that it was time to settle down with Hannah, it was this. He’d reached a point of comfort with her, during these quiet times, the private times, which was unlike anything he’d known since childhood. With her he could be happy, and look forward to a long, settled life, following the template laid down by his forebears and practiced to this day.

Of course, home was private, and there was no way for the telco, or Mr Huang, to know what went on behind closed doors.

Harry and Hannah sat in opposite corners of Harry’s three-seater couch, the pizza between them, her outstretched foot hooked to the back of his calf their only physical contact, a determined silence leaving them free to concentrate on the task before them. Hannah took a third slice and then a fourth, before giving up mid-bite and placing it back on the plate.

‘I’m done,’ she said, leaning back and laying both hands on her stomach.

‘Terrible. You didn’t even get through half of it.’

‘Well I have to watch my figure, until you make an honest woman of me at least.’

‘I’ll take you any way I can,’ Harry said. Perhaps it wasn’t anything he’d done, perhaps it was her that the algorithm had picked up. He needed to change the subject. ‘So, what’s been going on since you ran out of here on Sunday morning?’

‘Gawd, where do I start. I mean, after Saturday night, we’ve been getting messages of support from all over the city, interview requests, even some foreign media have called through to our office. And then there’s the other side, we’ve been getting a hard time from some of those we thought were her allies, saying she went too far and shouldn’t have criticised the people there before she’s had a chance to assess who was there and what they were actually doing. But I think she did the right thing. I mean, I advised her to, you don’t get too many opportunities like this one. Honestly, Harry, it’s all moving so fast that no one knows what’s going to happen.’

‘I suppose all you can do is try to stay on top of it.’

‘Well yeah, obviously. You have to go on. We’ve already had endorsements to succeed Governor Javier after he resigns, and we are sure that he’s going to have to, but they’re being pretty stubborn really. I mean, they were caught out, in public no less. If it happened in a club, maybe they’d be able to play it off as being private consensual play. But they were rubbing it in our faces.’

‘I guess.’

‘And then there’s the possibility of criminal charges. Like, we don’t know where they got the clothes from, but the fact that so many of the people there, so many of the VIPs, were decked out meant that there must have been some planning. Some sort of vast conspiracy to defraud the public and cheat the system.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I mean, we’re already looking at how we can change the law, making sure that the people who are doing this know that they won’t get away with it anymore. The public demands action and we’re in the best position to respond. Well, she can’t do it from the mayor’s office of course, but it’ll be a major part of the platform in her run for governor.’

‘What, making the ownership of real clothes illegal?’

‘Cracking down on the whole irregular economy. Everyone knows that it’s there, but we all turn a blind eye. It’s a violation of the principles of our society. And people like this think that they can act against the people, just because they’re famous or whatever. I can tell you that she’s not going to let that stand.’

‘You don’t think there’d be, like, unintended consequences?’

‘Oh absolutely. I’m not naïve, Harry. But in every culture there are turning points, and I think this is one for ours.’

‘You sound like a revolutionary,’ Harry said. He moved the pizza to the coffee table and Hannah lay down with her head in his lap. ‘Should I expect to see you in the streets setting fire to buildings over the coming days?’

‘Thankfully I can revolt from behind my desk. But there is a change in the public mood and we need to be ahead of it.’

Harry put his hand on the side of her face, stroking Hannah’s hair gently as she settled in.

‘One thing though,’ Harry said. ‘Freedom, and the free market, they’re also principles of our society, and in some ways these people were just expressing their individuality. It’d be different if they took something away from someone or somehow hurt them.’

‘I suppose to an extent I agree. But we’ve got the AugNet, and everything in it, and in there you can do pretty much whatever you want. Or can afford. There isn’t any need for people to want things like real clothes or antique plates or books or anything like that. They are materially irresponsible and take away from the things that everyone needs to survive.’

‘If that’s the case, then do you think about situations like Vic and Judy?’

Hannah paused for a while. ‘I would say that Judy is essential for Vic’s happiness. And he sacrificed in other ways, in time and austerity, to save for her.’

‘Ah, but there we have the dilemma my dear. Who is to say what is essential for anyone else’s happiness?’

‘Custom, and the law, and what is actually available. And that’s the main point in all this. Dianne said that everyone who can obtain anything like real clothes is doing so outside the economy, using their power or skills or whatever as things to trade. You can’t deny that there’s corruption in there.’

‘Possibly. But if you work weekends or something, do things for people, and all you get is something like unlicensed apps or access to special services, is that corruption? It seems more like swapping your surplus time or money for what you actually want.’

‘It’s a slippery slope though. I know that unlicensed apps are everywhere, and I’ve even run a few myself. But if you let the apps in then you go on to real goods, and that’s where the corruption starts.’

‘Tell me, which apps have you run?’

‘Just the one we use together. Oh, and a sex app, given by an ex-boyfriend to make things look and feel bigger and apparently make the experience better. Trust me, it didn’t make up for his other inadequacies.’

‘Ha! Well that makes me feel better about myself.’

‘You don’t need it, Harry.’ She grabbed his crotch, a little too aggressively for him to enjoy it. ‘What about you? Have you ever run anything custom?’

‘Sort of. But I don’t want to share.’

‘Oh, go on, you have to now.’

‘Well, a few years back I got access to a club in return for some simple matching algorithms I wrote for them. I used to go there occasionally.’

‘See, we all do it. But most of us experiment and then move on. If anything, we’d be better off bringing these things into the real economy and normalising it, leaving the real violations off on their own.’

‘Yeah, you’re probably right.’

They sat in silence for a while, before Hannah spoke. ‘Let’s watch a movie.’

‘What do you feel like?’

‘Fantasy. I need an escape from these past few days. Maybe a Patchwork Earth film, start from the beginning, work our way through it together.’

‘I could handle that.’ Harry commanded his aug to retrieve the title and paid the hire fee.

His apartment disappeared and was replaced with an open forest, the couch, coffee table, himself and Hannah the only real objects remaining.

As the sound of the movie built, he spotted two knights riding side by side along the ridgeline of a nearby hill, closing on the couch, looking back over their shoulder as they galloped their horses towards Harry. They sat high on their horses, their ornate silver armour glistening in the sun. The movement of the horses was fast and purposeful, froth forming on the edge of their mouths as their riders pushed them to their limits. They pulled up metres from the couch, the horses skidding as they stopped. The knight on the left lifted his visor and spoke to the other.

‘I think we lost him,’ he said.

‘Don’t be so sure,’ his companion replied. ‘He’ll be here soon enough. We can’t dally too long, else we suffer the same fate as Perictimole.’

‘He was a fool, thinking he could take on the shadowcaster. We will exercise more caution.’

‘I fear that caution will not be enough.’

As he spoke, a green fog approached, unseen by the knights but well within Harry’s view. The horses flinched in agitation as it brushed against their rear legs, before they bucked and threw the riders backwards. The knights rushed to their feet, thrashing against the fog as it surrounded them, their armour crushing their limbs as they began to scream. The knights writhed in pain until they sank forward, a series of red trickles flowing from between the joints in their armour. The opening credits formed out of the fog as the knights and their horses lay motionless on the forest floor.

As the credits faded, the scene transitioned, and Harry found himself sitting on his couch in the middle of a castle’s courtyard, filthy children chasing one another just out of reach. Emerging from the blacksmith’s shop, front and centre of Harry’s vison, was the hero of the series, David, who would become the mage’s apprentice, the vanquisher of the dark sorcerer. He stopped and threw a kindly look towards the children, a foretelling of his character as he took his place at the centre of the narrative.

Seeing him standing there brought back memories of childhood, of his bedroom, of late-night snacks and stolen hours watching and dreaming of being the hero. It was poorly written, badly acted, full of clichés and shockingly predictable, but Harry still felt a special comfort when his hero emerged, young and unaware of the trials ahead of him. Harry looked down at Hannah to share the moment with her. She was already asleep.
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Harry had given up on the day by lunchtime. The weekend’s events followed by the thrill of the Monday meeting had filled him with an inspired, frantic power, which had driven him for the two days prior. But the source had dried up, and he was left out of ideas and out of energy. He had thrown every analytic method he knew at the problem and had come up with nothing. There were anomalies of course, but most of these turned out to be the custom masks worn to cover the real clothes, and of the remainder there were no interactions with the AugNet that could have led to the outage.

‘Aug, message Nigel. Tell him I’m taking the afternoon off.’

The response came immediately, a thumbs up icon appearing in Harry’s vision. Nigel was busy with his own work, and even though they weren’t making any progress either, they had to keep up appearances. There was no time to worry about what his moonshot was up to.

Harry transitioned out of his suit in the elevator, changing into a pair of jeans and a plain white t-shirt. He was not in the mood to be noticed. He paused at the door that led from the building to the rest of the world, dreading the level of interaction required on his walk home, the visual and verbal assault at the hands of the city’s digital inhabitants.

Harry pushed through the door. ‘One one thousand, two one thousand, three . . .’

‘Hi there, Harry, looking for lunch? For the next twenty minutes at Sandwich Steve we have twenty per cent off, just for you!’

‘Fuck you and your sandwich,’ Harry said under his breath. The ad abruptly disappeared.

Another approached. ‘Harry, fresh sushi for your . . .’

Harry dismissed him with a swipe of his hand, the sushi chef disappearing just before Harry struck the ad’s face.

A re-energising wave of satisfaction ran through him. These weren’t people, deserving of respect and polite interaction—they were illusions, the product of human intellect, constructed with the sole objective of selling him something he probably didn’t need. He understood why the people he’d seen under the aug layer reacted the way they did. With that one thought, the ads, the animated companions who’d accompanied him through all his outdoor adventures since childhood, had been reduced, no longer worthy of polite interaction. In the process, Harry had elevated himself and regained his power.

He scanned the streetscape until he spotted Mr Huang sitting patiently behind his counter across the road. This time Harry stared, demanding Huang’s attention, until the old man looked up and presented his gentle half-smile. Harry made no effort to return it this time. Instead, he turned and walked, purposefully and powerfully, towards the jeweller, ignoring the implorations of the premium ads trying to corral him back to the sidewalk.

He abruptly halted a metre from Huang’s counter.

‘You and I need to have a word,’ Harry said.

‘Hello, Harry. Would you like to have a look at my wares?’

‘No I would not, you crusty old parasite. You’ve had me worked up unnecessarily for a week and I’ve had it with you. You and your store can fuck off, and when, I mean if, Hannah and I decide to get married, I will be taking my business elsewhere.’ He kicked the store counter, his leg passing straight through the wood panelling before Huang and the shop disappeared.

Harry’s body shook, adrenalin flowing unchecked through his body, his mind racing at the implications of what he had just done. It would probably knock him down a few per cent on his consumer rating, but it didn’t matter. His feelings, building over the past six days and nights, had found an outlet.

‘I need to sit down,’ he said.

His aug helpfully directed his gaze towards an empty bench and Harry marched over, throwing himself down against its concrete slats. He sat, still shaking, his elevated breathing and heart rate coming into his vision as his aug flashed a warning. The aug started speaking quietly over the sounds of the wind and waves.

‘Harry, I need you to calm yourself. Breathe a little more deeply, a little more slowly, and quieten your mind. I want you to close your eyes and to breathe in to the count of four, hold for two seconds, and breathe out to the count of four. In two three four, hold two, out two three four.’ The aug continued, Harry’s heart rate lowering gradually, until after five minutes his aug broke its rhythm. ‘Harry, I want you to lift your head, and open your eyes slowly. Come back into the world.’

‘What? I must have drifted off,’ Harry said.

But the memory of the experience was with him. How long had it been since he’d felt anything like that? The pattern of his life—work and home, sims and games, drinks with friends and nights with Hannah—selected its experiences from an emotional chart painted in a hundred different shades of beige. Comfort, satisfaction, enjoyment, disappointment, happiness and curiosity all came and went through his daily routine. He probably even loved Hannah. But absent from his life was exultation, ecstasy, rage, awe, fury, and bliss. The sims, particularly when he was playing as Vanessa, used to provide a helpful mix of lust and shame and excitement that kept his life interesting, but recently it had become too much work. Occasionally, the thrill of the hunt at work would build an excitement that sustained him, but even that faded with time.

That was it. He was just coming down from the high of the previous days, of finding a target, tracking her down and discovering something new about the world. It was to be expected that he’d crash afterwards. To sustain that level of energy, to continually discover new foci to feed his restless mind, was an unrealistic expectation.

But there was more, as he had discovered yesterday. Sheri saw a world painted with emotion, the glowing auras of the citizenry staining her augmented view of the world, their internal states on show as they conducted their business. And to feel the background emotions, to know what another is feeling in real time, was something Harry found himself envying. No wonder she was drawn to events like Yuri’s show.

It was surprising that Harry hadn’t thought of the possibility before. He’d spent his time studying the augmentors as much as anyone, both out of professional necessity and personal curiosity, but his understanding of what was possible was constrained by the standard hardware and the five main senses. The augs didn’t even do touch or texture that well, and here was someone using their aug to replicate emotions. Harry suspected that he knew very little about the true potential of the augs.

‘We’ve still got her details, right?’ he asked his aug. ‘For Sheri.’

‘Yes, Harry. Would you like me to call her?’

‘No, it’s ok.’ Harry wriggled himself into the corner of the bench, leaning back and staring skywards. Today the sky was a clear blue, not a cloud to be seen, the midday sun warming his face.

In the absence of real challenge, of risk and reward and consequence, there was no possibility for the highs and lows Harry sought. This was a safe society, one where the augs protected while they monitored, no struggle in the conventional sense, all their basic needs met in line with their rights as citizens. The dressing on life in the city, the aug layer and all it offered gave this subsistence what meaning it could. Now that he’d seen through it, Harry knew it would never be enough. Perhaps he had been too quick to condemn Wilson Star and his imaginary angels.

‘Yeah, give her a call, let’s see if she answers.’

Sheri’s face popped up immediately in Harry’s vision.

‘You took your time,’ she said.

‘Just been thinking, that’s all. Can we catch up?’

‘Sure, I’ve got nothing on. Same café, thirty minutes.’

 

Harry was early. He sat in the same booth as last time, rotating his coffee mug in his hand but not drinking.

‘You didn’t pick me up this time,’ Sheri said, emerging from somewhere to his right. She sat in the seat opposite him.

‘I wasn’t running the algorithm to find you. I’m not at work, and now that you’re not of interest I can’t really justify tracking you.’

‘Well that’s good to know. I suppose we all just assume that your type are following everything we do, tracking us for the sake of invading our privacy.’

‘Frankly, we have better things to do,’ Harry said.

‘Yeah, I suppose you would. So what can I do for you, Harry Bo? Have I wetted your appetite with my display yesterday?’

‘I suppose you have. I don’t know, I just didn’t realise what I was missing out on. Do you ever get the feeling that there is more out there, that you’re not really living your life, that you’re going through the motions?’

‘Well no, but I’m not a corporate clown like you are, Harry. I do what I want and what makes me happy. I’m not beholden to anyone, I mean, I work and all, but it’s just a job and I spend my real time experiencing the world.’

‘So you’ve found meaning in your life?’

‘What do you mean by meaning? I do what I feel like doing, I enjoy it, and that’s enough. If you’re chasing some sort of guru, I’m not your girl.’

‘No, nothing like that. Sorry, I don’t mean to put my issues on you.’

‘We all have issues, Harry. I’m as fucked up as anyone, I just know myself a little better. And don’t apologise to anyone, at any time. Just be honest with who you are.’

‘Yeah, but I don’t want to burden you with my stuff.’

‘I’m here because I want to be. You’re like my little adopted puppy, helpless in the world, and I’m training you to become what you can be. Like a pet project.’

‘Gee, when you put it like that . . .’

‘Look, you found me, and no one has ever done that. Give yourself some credit, I certainly have. If you found me, and frankly I’m as good as it gets, then you could be someone who thrives in my world. You just need a guide.’

‘Thanks.’ Harry sat back, watching the woman seated across from him. It occurred to him that this whole time she could see through him, to the emotional content of his mind. To his surprise, Harry found that it didn’t bother him. There was a refreshing frankness to Sheri, built by her confidence in herself, her mastery of the world she inhabited, and the informational advantage she held over everyone else. Harry suspected that even without the ability to read emotions she would be formidable.

‘How did you get into all this? I mean, the reading of emotions and all.’

‘I suppose I wanted to see people as they really were, to pull down their masks and see what they were hiding. I was a nosy teenager, and I figured out how to bypass other people’s masks. I got caught though, and they put me through a hard reset and wiped my aug, which sucks ass by the way, losing all those memories. After that I fell in with some people and got better at what I was doing. Eventually I got better than them and started off in my own direction.’

‘So how do you see under their masks?’

‘You just turn off that part of your aug, send it off to a different address, make it so it never hits your main visual input. Masks use more information because they’re broadcast live, but you only get it from your peers, not from the network. So all you need to do is acknowledge the peers and tell them that you got it and they leave you alone. The network can do checks to make sure that you get the ads, but they don’t really deal with the masks, so there’s no way for them to confirm or otherwise. After that, I just wrote a whole bunch of algorithms to pull the emotional information out of facial expressions and gestures which I abstract into the auras and then feed back into my own brain. That was the hard bit, mapping out my own emotions and making the connections. A lot of trial and error, which in this case meant a lot of tears and anger and whatnot.’

‘When I was chasing you the other day I had the whole AugNet off. I normally only do it from my desk and it’s more focused, just on one individual. I had no idea how much movement there really was.’

‘It’s all hidden beneath the faces we wear in public.’

‘Can I see underneath the masks?’

‘Sure. In fact, I can go one better.’

Harry’s aug notified him that it had received an application. His aug scanned it.

‘Harry,’ his aug said, ‘this software has a number of issues. It is designed to intentionally bypass safety and public decency controls which make up part of my operating system. It also falsifies logs and stops me from communicating with Cernet, instead taking over the generation of metadata.’

‘That’s ok, aug, run the app.’

‘Yes, Harry.’

Sheri moved out view, sitting beside Harry. ‘Now, whatever you do, don’t look at me, look at everyone else in the room and tell me what you see.’

‘Well, for one they’re all naked,’ Harry said. He turned to Sheri and saw that she was naked, too, looking away as soon as he noticed.

‘I told you not to look at me. You’re being very ungentlemanly, Harry.’ She laughed loudly. ‘I love how easily you get embarrassed, it feels great from my end.’

‘I’ll bet it does.’

Harry looked over at the waitress behind the counter, pouring coffee for an older man sitting on a stool. Her young, firm breasts presented a bold contrast to the man’s hairy, overhanging stomach, neither showing any self-consciousness despite Harry’s privileged view of them. They were clearly oblivious. But there was more going on, and by carefully examining the expressions cast during their interactions he saw her boredom and his interest, his eyes locked on her body as hers swept around the room looking for any kind of escape.

‘Can I turn the masks back on?’

‘Sure, any time. Just tell your aug to do it.’

‘Aug, turn the masks back on.’

The man’s eyes were suddenly focused on the waitress’s face, and hers back on him, a smile replacing the blank expression she had been wearing, his leering grin switching to neutral, respectful interest. There were three parallel conversations occurring. The first two occurred in each of their exclusive spheres of awareness, a reflection of their true thoughts and intentions, the verbal communication the only shared feature of their individual perspectives. The third conversation contained the same verbal features as the others but lacked any of the non-verbal communication. It was information without substance, the content of the messages encapsulated by a framework of social niceties which bore no resemblance to the internal worlds of the communicants.

‘Incredible,’ Harry said.

‘Yeah, he’s a real creep. Comes in here every day, stares at her chest and ties her up in conversation for half an hour.’

‘Well, I mean, what we’re doing is kinda creepy too, seeing them naked and all.’

‘Nah, that’s just simulated from their body type and movements; guessed, if you will. Except for the movements and the face, that’s real.’

‘How on earth do we manage to get by without seeing this? I mean, in our everyday conversations?’

‘I suppose everyone gets used to it. She’s probably running a work mode on her aug, something she’s been told to do because people were noticing her boredom. I suspect his aug learnt from an early age that he’s a perv and after a few slaps made sure that his eyes were always pointed upwards. Neither of them have ever had to learn to control their expressions. No one does, we get so used to our masks covering up what we’re really feeling. Which makes it easier for me.’

‘I suppose it would. Can I make this work so that I can just see the faces, but, you know, keep their clothes on?’

‘But Harry, where’s the fun in that? But seriously, yeah, there are a few settings for this one, just go through them when you feel like it.’

‘Cool, I will.’

‘Of course, Harry, that’s just a taste, and is nowhere near the most interesting thing I can show you. What do you want?’

‘I don’t know if I really want anything. I mean, the ability to read and feel emotions like you do would be pretty cool.’

‘Harry, you’re the emotional equivalent of a bowl of boiled cabbage served with a side of guilt. It wouldn’t suit you. Plus, it’s my thing, I don’t share what I’ve got.’ She looked at him thoughtfully. ‘What about that sim you mentioned? What exactly is it?’

‘I’m not sure I want to say.’

‘Come on, Harry, we’ve seen each other naked now. What is it?’

‘A sex club.’

‘Ooh, so let me guess, you’re Spaceman Harry, long starved of the sight of a woman, in port chasing around some busty tavern wench?’

‘Well no, not exactly. Mostly I role-play as a woman. But for other women of course, I’m not interested in men.’

‘That’s disappointingly conventional. But hey, who am I to judge? I can make you into a girl if you want Harry, custom masks are my specialty. Imagine the eyes on you, looking at you as lustfully as those people in the club.’

‘I don’t want to be a woman,’ Harry said frustratedly, ‘That’s not what it’s about.’

‘Then what else are you into?’

‘I play war sims, mainly single-player campaigns.’

‘That’s better. Ever wanted to shoot someone, I mean out here?’

‘I’ve thought about it I guess.’

Another app arrived in Harry’s aug. He opened it immediately.

‘Harry,’ his aug said, ‘I have to warn you, this app violates a number of policies and may present a danger of interfering with your awareness of your surroundings.’

‘It’s ok aug, just run it. Standby for me to turn it off though, just in case.’

The app started.

‘In front of you, on the table,’ Sheri said.

Harry glanced down and saw a handgun in front of him. He picked it up; it weighed nothing but was present in his hand, his fingers barely registering the sensation despite what his eyes were telling him.

‘Shoot the pervert,’ Sheri said.

Harry lifted the gun and aimed, first for the man’s body, and then at his head, feeling a tingling build in his finger as he pressed down on the trigger. It fired with a crack, the projectile blasting forward, flying true and exploding the head of the man sitting at the bar. Pieces of skull and brain flew across the café, splatting satisfyingly on the wall before sliding slowly down. The man’s headless body slumped forward, and the waitress began to scream.

‘Oh my god oh my god oh my god oh my god,’ Harry yelled as he stood up.

His aug detected the change in his vitals and abruptly shut down the app, Harry finding himself standing in the café, the waitress and the man looking over at him with concern. Sheri was laughing loudly.

‘Oh my god indeed, Harry, that was fucking brilliant!’

‘Yeah, great.’ Harry sat back down. ‘Shouldn’t my mask have covered that up?’

‘It did. No one saw you shoot him, you were just yelling so loud that they couldn’t help but notice. From their perspective there was a man sitting and then standing calmly before he started crying out to god. Still, I saw it all. That was brutal, Harry. You’ve got a real killer’s instinct.’

‘Yeah, well, let’s just file that one away for some other time.’

‘What’s the difference? I know what those sims are like, they’re just as brutal as what you did just then.’

‘Maybe. But they’re set in the past, and it’s just a game. This is the real world, the one I live in.’

‘Most of what you see isn’t real. Don’t you get that, Harry? It’s just a bunch of fake stuff over a thin little sliver of substance underneath. It’s all cladding and ads and fake clothes and masked faces. The fact that we can amuse ourselves by playing with the details on the edge of our reality is the only thing that makes it bearable.’

‘I dunno, it’s pretty good here in the city. Better than being off with the Realers.’

‘Maybe. But at least they have authenticity, they know what they’re about.’ She looked at him thoughtfully, her eyes boring through his skull like she was probing the mind underneath. ‘We still don’t know what you’re about though, Harry. You must have had dreams, things that you always wanted but thought were impossible, maybe when you were a child. Your aug has enormous potential, you just need to know a few things.’

‘Can you make me a mage, or wizard or sorcerer or whatever? Or even like Yuri?’

‘Yes, that’s better! There are already magical types roaming our streets, you just don’t see the results of their adventures. I can’t make you into a wizard, but I know someone who can.’

‘Right. Well, that’s someone I’d be interested in meeting.’

‘I’ll line it up. Give me an hour or so, meet me back here and I’ll take you to him.’

‘I might just wait here then.’

‘I couldn’t let you do that, Harry. Here, take this, go for a walk and wait for my call.’

An app appeared in Harry’s vision, Synesthol, warnings flashing in bold as Harry’s aug inspected its contents. He brushed them away as he opened the file.
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There was little to notice in the beginning. As Sheri left she blew him a kiss, the smack of her lips lifting off her hand registering as sound and sight, a blue cloud forming around her mouth as she blew it towards him. She winked and walked off, her hips moving in exaggerated sways, Harry’s eyes tracking her as she crept silently out the door.

A spoon fell from the counter to the hard tiles below. That sound was red, a sharp angular flash appearing in the corner of his eyes before fading almost instantly, Harry turning his head too slowly to catch the fleeting image. He turned to face the source of the sound, the middle-aged man on the stool. He was still chatting to the waitress behind the counter, some sort of grey apology escaping his mouth, there but barely visible, Harry’s mind invoking a sense of colour without insisting on its appearance.

He looked down at his hands. They were his hands, the same hands he had this morning. He slapped them on the table, the thud of flesh on plastic escaping in a spiking vision of the presence of purple, emerging and fading before ceasing to exist, elusive and uncatchable and barely there. Harry focused hard and clicked his fingers, catching the briefest dark purple flash for the moment that that the sound persisted.

‘Aug, I’m seeing sounds,’ Harry said. ‘Why am I seeing sounds?’

‘It’s a result of the app, Harry. It appears to be mimicking the effects of chromesthesia.’

‘Right. Cool. I don’t know what that is but it’s very cool.’

Harry got up from the table and walked to the exit, his light-green footsteps slapping against the concrete floor, the door creaking in a reddish-orange as it swung open, leading him out of the café and into the city. The ground was tinted in green patches which appeared with each footstep until it was as though the people were walking through a thin soup, the breaking of the invisible surface layer forcing the colour into being. Those who spoke had faces clouded in grey, bubbles of smoke enclosing and obscuring their faces, a sparse cloud cover set at eye level wherever the crowd appeared. For closer things, or at least louder, the colours were denser and thicker, fading with distance until the unheard were completely unobscured.

‘Arrrh, Harry, fancy a change for breakfast?’

It was Pirate Jim, at least the sound of him. The grey cloud where Harry assumed he stood was opaque and tinted brown with his heavy nautical accent, only fading as the last syllable clipped out of view.

‘I’m sorry, say that again please?’

‘I said, do ya fancy a change for breakfast? Coz Pirate Jim’s Pirate Flakes are the perfect way to start your day arrrh!’

Harry stared delightedly, the soft field of colour changing hue with the pitch and tone and pace of the ad’s voice, greys and browns and the occasional purple shifting in and out of existence.

‘I tell you what, Jim, how about you sing me a song?’

‘I can do that for ye Harry. Let me think of somethin’. Here we go:

‘Pirate Jim’s Pirate flakes,

‘Best way to start ya day by far,

‘It’s in the way the crunchin’ makes ya

‘Scream a piratey YARRRGGGGGHHH.’

Harry saw a succession of colours dance in his vision in time with Jim’s missed notes and muttered lyrics. They moved with the pitch, higher notes seen higher in his field of view, precise sounds smaller and denser than the large translucent discs created by his rumblings and growls.

‘That was a thing of beauty, Jim. And probably the worst song I have ever heard. Thank you.’ Harry put his hand on the pirate’s shoulder, taking care not to ruin the illusion of their shared existence as the unkempt sailor appeared to almost blush. He turned and walked away, a message appearing in his vision offering him a discount on his next bowl of Pirate Jim’s Pirate Flakes.

Another ad walked up next to him.

‘I couldn’t help but notice how much you enjoyed that song, Harry,’ the woman said, her voice pitched in the same blue as Sheri’s. She easily kept pace with Harry’s dreamlike meander. ‘How about this: if I play you a tune, will you take a look at the wide range of carpets and floor coverings on sale now at Pike and Pike’s Floorings?’

‘You know what, I think I will.’

‘Fantastic,’ she said.

She pulled a violin from behind her back and began to play. Bright lights erupted from the instrument, lengthening and drawing out as she slid between notes, pinks and greens and reds and purples flaming and fading into the sky above as she played her slow, mournful tune. The colours moved with the violin, the source of the lights shifting as she swayed her body with the music.

Harry stood and stared, his face devoid of all expression save the gentlest of upturned lips, a serene numbness overcoming him. The effect of the sensory overlap of visual and aural presented a world of blurred boundaries, his awareness of the city around him suspended as he swam in light and music. It was augmentation at its best.

The violinist looked straight at Harry before she stopped, smiled, and adjusted her position. The tempo shifted with her, the long notes replaced by small, short balls of light flying out from her violin, rapid tones played with skilful precision and bold colours. Harry’s head tracked the embers as they sped off in all directions, his hands grabbing at the air where they appeared. His movements picked up as her tempo increased further, his frantic, futile dance failing to catch the lights as they moved all around him.

‘Got you dancing, huh?’ the ad said. ‘How about we take a look at those carpets, hey Harry?’

Harry nodded, panting from his brief exertion. A display appeared in front of him with miniature models of his apartment, images of how it could look with a dozen different coverings inside, a small Harry going about his business in each.

But it wasn’t the models or their contents that caught Harry’s attention. Instead it was the details printed in the frame around each model. The numbers all had colours, and they stood out vividly from the surrounding text. One was always yellow, two was red, six and eight were purple. He tested himself, shifting his view rapidly across the text, trying to hold the memory of the colour-number correlations while checking his vision for errors. The numbers matched their colours every time.

‘Thank you,’ Harry said. ‘I need to find more numbers, you can go now.’

The ad abruptly disappeared. Harry began to walk again, scanning the street for numbers. He saw a yellow followed by a blue on a street sign, and a green and a yellow on a shop right next to another shop with a green and red. The city appeared to him in a secret code, patterns in two dimensions, the numeric and the coloured intersecting to draw new meaning out of the environment. He wandered, aimless, submerging himself in his new combined sense, seeking out noise where he saw it, chasing sparks of sound wherever they fell.

A blue voice called his name from behind him. ‘Harry,’ Sheri said. ‘You with me?’

‘Yeah, I’m here. Aug, turn it off please.’ The clouds of sound disappeared as he turned to face her. ‘Wow, that was something. I mean, amazing.’

‘Thanks, it’s one of my originals. It encodes the sound and then shunts it to your visual processor, and your existing mapping processes it as best it can. Loses its impact after the first few uses but I still think it’s pretty cool.’

‘Absolutely. Whoa.’ Harry felt himself sway as a bout of dizziness overtook him. Sheri grabbed his arm and guided him to a bench.

‘I should have mentioned that,’ she said. ‘It’s a little like coming out of a sim, you’re meant to do it slowly.’

‘All good,’ Harry said, head down between his knees. He felt the contents of his stomach rise before he forced them back down.

‘Big day, huh. Well, I have news; my contact is willing to have a chat with you about those magical powers you’re after. We can sit here for a bit though, he’s not expecting us straight away.’

Harry nodded as the motion in his stomach started up again.

 

‘He was very excited when I told him what you had to offer,’ Sheri said.

‘Hang on, what do you mean “what I have to offer”?’ Harry replied. He was still seated on the bench, his head clearing after fifteen minutes of guided relaxation by his aug.

‘Well, your access of course. I mean, you told me how you found me, and now I can take precautions to make sure that no one else finds me again. As a Cernet analyst you go and figure out how to find the misbehavers like me. We obviously don’t want to be found. So, when you figure out how to find someone, you let my friend know and he can help them to avoid it. It’s perfect for you actually, because you only need to pass on what you want, and you can keep finding new vulnerabilities and they’ve gotta pay up if they want to keep their tricks. I envy your position.’

‘I didn’t tell you how I found you because I wanted something,’ Harry said. ‘I told you because I knew you were no threat, and as a courtesy between professionals. I didn’t expect anything back.’

‘I know you didn’t, Harry. And that’s why I’ve been generous and want to show you around. You’re sweet, and I know that you don’t want to go around spoiling everyone’s fun. But what you have is super valuable, and you can get a lot of good gear out of people like me who want to stay hidden. You’re sitting on a goldmine, Harry.’

‘But if I got caught I’d lose my job. And it’s grossly unethical.’

‘Then don’t get caught. And forget ethics, Harry. If you knew what I knew about what everyone gets up to you wouldn’t hesitate. What’s your bosses name?’

‘Nigel. Nigel Hammond.’

‘Found him. Yep, he’s involved, lightly of course, only using real currency. But we could make sure he looks past it if it ever comes to light.’

‘What’s he into?’

‘I can’t tell you that, Harry, I don’t hold that information. But the vendor who does has graded it and he’s trusted. For the right price, maybe down the line a ways, you can get hold of it.’

‘It’s all good. Seriously though, everyone does it?’

‘Most people. Eventually we get bored with what we have and want more. It’s human nature. Money only gets you so far, so people look elsewhere, to the irregular economy.’

‘And I can decide what I share?’

‘Of course. It’s transactional, buyer and seller, you’ve got something and they’ve got something, you make a deal and everyone wins.’

‘Ok then, I suppose I’ll meet him. Where are we going?’

‘Ha! It’s not that simple, lovely. I can take you, but at this stage you don’t need to know the way. Here.’

An app appeared in his vision. Harry’s aug flashed more warning and spoke inside his head urgently.

‘Harry, this app will blind and deafen you, and you will only be able to see and hear Sheri. It blocks the sensory input into your brain and feeds it only what it wants you to see. You will be totally dependent on her, and I will not have the access to turn it off. You will need to wait until she sends the command.’

‘It’s ok, aug, she’s looked after me so far.’

‘I don’t think you understand, Harry. This app disables my ability to override it, and it will have nearly unlimited control over your senses.’

‘I understand fine. Just execute it.’

Harry’s aug complied. All vision, all sound disappeared, and his mind went blank. His aug fed him no data, there was nothing available to him. He could feel the ground, feel his heartbeat, and as he raised his arms and tried to reach out to anything around him he heard a voice softly call out to him.

‘Harry, it’s me, Sheri. I’m here, I’ll look after you.’

The woman faded into view, walking up to him before leaning in to kiss him, Harry feeling her soft lips against his cheek. She took his hand and guided him, then two metres of road became visible in front of him, just enough of the world in view so that he wouldn’t trip over his own feet. He was in a limited sensory shell, the bubble of his immediate surrounds demarking the edge of the knowable universe just beyond his reach.

‘I don’t like this,’ Harry said.

‘You’ll be fine, just stay calm,’ Sheri replied.

‘I agree, Harry,’ his aug said. ‘Sheri is now in control of your sensory input and I can’t do anything to override it. Like yourself I have no visibility of the outside world. I recommend following this through.’

‘I trust you,’ Harry said out loud. Sheri turned back and smiled at him, unaware of the conversation going on inside his head.

She led him through the city, shifting direction frequently, never letting him get his bearings. Obstacles were all back shapes, the moving ones he assumed were people, the stationary shapes representing the other items littered around the urban landscape, each performing some essential function but ignored for the most part by the inhabitants. Harry found himself having to dodge and weave despite Sheri’s guidance.

‘I’m pretty excited about this you know. It’s not often I get to introduce someone new to Mick. I think you’ll get along. You’re both technical types, both interested in the world. And what a world you’re walking into.’

‘I admit I am excited,’ Harry said. He had calmed himself during the walk, surrendering to his circumstances as he allowed himself to be led to this mysterious Mick. ‘How far to go?’

‘A little way, not far. We’re most of the way there already.’

After about ten minutes they approached a wall and walked straight through, a long, doorless corridor appearing as Harry’s vision came back to him. He reached out his hand to touch the walls. His sense of touch was the one thing which had stayed with him during the walk here, and he used it to prove to his eyes that he was back in reality.

The corridor ended at a large room with faded wallpaper and torn furniture. Sheri was in her greys, and looking down he saw that he was, too. The man behind the desk, however, was not. He wore an oversized pink jacket and a plastic crown, chewing on seeds and spitting the husks out on the floor. There was a tall bookshelf behind him filled with real books and wooden statues, relics of an earlier age carefully displayed for his guests.

Sheri stood restlessly and gestured to Harry to come over. Mick stood and moved around from his desk to shake Harry’s hand.

‘Harry, a pleasure to meet you,’ Mick said. ‘From what Sheri told me you’re quite the tracker.’

‘Just doing my job,’ Harry said. ‘I’ve got to say, I haven’t seen this much real stuff outside of a museum.’

‘I’m a collector I suppose, always looking for new, or I should say old, things. Some people come with things to trade, mostly old family heirlooms, others with information.’

He looked at Harry intently, scanning him up and down, measuring Harry’s unmasked body in his mind. Yesterday, Harry would have been self-conscious to be seen without his mask but after what he had experienced he felt unashamed. His world had been turned over and exposed. There was nothing that Harry could hide that would compare to that.

‘Sheri says you work at Cernet,’ Mick continued. ‘In ad analysis, I hear?’

‘Sort of. Same division, different team. I specialise in behavioural analytics, mostly identifying aberrant consumer behaviour and figuring out ways to get them spending again.’

Mick turned to Sheri. ‘Oh woman, I could kiss you.’ He did, planting a firm kiss on her lips before she pushed him away.

‘Gross. You owe me for that.’

‘Yeah, and for him.’ He turned back to Harry. ‘So you analyse the people, right, figuring out what makes them tick?’

‘Well, yes and no. Most of the analysis is automated, algorithms running through known significant data and inferring something, mostly putting people into sets. It’s all pretty well-established and doesn’t need any human intervention. I just deal with the outliers.’

‘The ones who refuse categorisation?’

‘Sometimes. But normally it’s understanding anomalies, many of which I now imagine are caused by the types of software you deal with.’

‘Yeah, probably.’ Mick chuckled. ‘So why isn’t this automated, if it’s all well-established?’

‘Because the algorithms have limits. Sometimes you need a human to look at the data, to think about it critically and come at it from different angles. Or to realise that there’s something wrong, something in the data which could only be caused by a piece of software or error, which is skewing the results and making it hard to draw an inference out of the data. We still haven’t figured out how to code creativity. Which is why I have a job.’

‘Cool, cool.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘So, these anomalies, maybe if you give me an example I can give you an idea of what it is that I can do for people like yourself.’

Harry considered his options. Presented in his unaugmented form Mick appeared almost clownlike in his real clothes, but there was a shrewdness to him, and Harry got the sense that he had the keys to the kingdom hiding underneath his toy crown. He had to offer him enough to let him know that he was valuable.

‘Do you know anything about people talking to angels, being followed by demons all day?’ Harry asked.

Mick narrowed his eyes. ‘Yeah, I know something about them.’

‘Well, I found one the other day and tracked him back to his church or whatever it is. I know how to pick them out, how to identify them. I haven’t put it into an algorithm yet, it needs a little more work, and with the outage on the weekend I’ve been too busy.’

‘How long do you expect you’re going to be busy?’

‘That depends,’ Harry said.

Mick broke into a laugh. ‘Oh, I like you, Harry. Hey, Bianca! Get in here, and bring some booze.’

A woman walked in, young and slim, wearing a short skirt and bikini top, real clothes again. Her face was drawn and grey, shockingly so, and Harry found himself flinching at the sight of her. Without a mask she looked like something out of a horror movie. Harry saw text appear in his vison, a message from Sheri.

Don’t stare, she’s just a doper. I’ll explain later.

Harry smiled at Bianca as she offered him a drink, real whiskey with ice served in a crystal glass. He turned back to Mick and raised his glass, taking a sip only after his host led the way.

He held the glass under his nose, the smell of the whiskey hitting him abruptly, smoke and earth and caramel all at once. Harry had to turn his head away as he supressed a sneeze.

‘First time, I see,’ Mick said. ‘Don’t worry, it’s normal, you’ve just never smelled anything with real scents before. Block your nose for the first little bit and take small sips. You’ll get used to it.’

As ridiculous as he felt, Harry followed Mick’s advice and sipped a tiny amount from the glass. At first it tasted exactly as he expected, but as he rolled the brown liquid around in his mouth the flavour changed subtly, passing through phases as the alcohol evaporated. He held it for as long as he could before swallowing.

‘That’s great,’ he said. ‘Different. I mean, at first it was like what I’m used to, but then it changed. This is real, right? Not augmented?’

‘One hundred per cent. I have a guy who buys it off the hillbillies, made the old-fashioned way, aged for ten years or so. You see, the augmented stuff does a good job of replicating a single flavour, but it doesn’t do complexity all that well. Good whiskey, it’s complex, and that makes it near on impossible to replicate.’

Harry took another sip, risking his open nose as he did. It went down well, just like Mick had promised.

‘Come here, Harry, take a seat.’ Mick made his way to the other side of the table. ‘Sheri tells me you want magic powers or something?’

‘Well, it’s the first thing I came up with, but now that you say it, it seems a little stupid.’

‘Nothing is stupid, Harry. My job is to get people what they want. Don’t get me wrong, we’re at the start here, and what you want in say six months is going to be different, but it’s a place to start.’ He sat back, his eyes visibly moving without a mask, scanning through some unseen text while Harry waited. ‘Sheri, you dealt with the Mages’ Code before?’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Usually used by nerds, some of them pretty dedicated. Built a custom sense for some guy who used to use it, gave him the ability to detect electricity so that it felt more real when he cast his spells and frying people or whatever he was doing.’

‘I want that,’ Harry said. ‘I want to be able to control lightening, just like Yuri.’

‘Well I can get you the spells easily enough, Harry, it’s just an app.’ Mick leant onto his desk. ‘Thing is though, no one else will see them. Unless they’re running the app too.’

‘Don’t care, I want to fry people with lightening.’

‘Alright, each to their own I guess. You tell me how you found the angel cultists and we have a deal.’

 

Mick had thrown in a couple of extra apps along with the full Mages’ Code introductory spell deck. His aug had objected as he installed it, insisting that the features that went with the dynamic multi-masking, sending one mask to the general populace and another to the gamers, would risk collisions with pedestrians. Harry brushed the concerns aside as he followed Sheri in his bubble of blindness.

‘You did well, Harry, better than I thought.’ Sheri was walking at his shoulder this time, leading him from her side rather than in front of him. ‘Build rapport, catch his imagination, then get what you want. Still, next time be cooler on what you’re after, he won’t be as generous once you’re a regular.’

‘What do you mean? I can cast lightning now, I never need to go back.’

She laughed. ‘Sure. We’ll see how long that lasts.’

‘What was with the girl, Bianca? You said you were going to tell me what was wrong with her.’

‘Oh yeah. She’s a doper. See, Mick’s main work is helping people with addictions, like your angel worshippers. He didn’t admit it to you, but that whacky church is one of his gigs. Which I told him was a bad idea, by the way. Too exposed. He builds software that detects good behaviour, whatever it is that the person wants reinforced, and when they detect that someone is behaving the way they should, they get a hit of chems. That’s his main advantage, he’s the only person in the city who can get the dope pumps imported, and he has the surgeons who can put it in and link it up to the augs. That’s why your angel worshippers get all blissful or whatever. At the end of the day they see the angel and get a huge motherfucking dose of drugs to boot.’

‘And she was one of them?’

‘Her? Nah, don’t know what her problem was. But apparently Mick got it wrong with her, gave her too low a hurdle to get over, and she dosed too much. Now she just hangs around getting enough gear off Mick to function. I think he feels kinda sorry for her; he knows that it was his fault, and he has his reputation to look after. But seriously, steer clear of that shit. Get apps off Mick, maybe some hardware if you think you need it, but never chems. Hardware and software can be fixed. Wetware doesn’t come with a warranty.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind.’

‘I reckon we’re far enough away now, I can leave you here.’

Harry’s vision expanded, the streetscape emerging from the blackness, the sound of the afternoon rush hitting him from all directions as he woke from his silent march. They were just outside his apartment building.

‘Out of interest, that other problem you have, the outage at the town hall.’

‘Oh god, you’re not going to tell me that you did it, are you?’

‘What? No, Harry, of course not. But can I ask what you’ve tried?’

‘Just the normal stuff, going through the who-what-where-when. To be honest, nothing is falling out.’

‘Hmm. Can I suggest something?’

‘Sure. I’ll take anything I can get.’

‘Don’t focus on what they were doing, focus on what they were feeling. There were a few people in the crowd who seemed unusually anxious before the big event. Important people. You can figure it out, you just need to feel your way through it.’ Sheri extend her hand and shook Harry’s with a nod of her head. ‘It has been a pleasure, Harry. I’ll see you soon, no doubt. And if you need anything, honestly, just call me. You did me a big favour by doing the right thing today, and Mick owes me now. That is a very good position to be in.’

‘Thank you, Sheri,’ he said. Harry turned and rushed into his apartment, grinning like a child as he cycled through the instructions of his newly acquired powers.
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Harry burst through the door of his apartment and began pacing the small, open studio.

‘Ok, aug, tell me what I’ve got here.’

‘There is an executable which appears to install a number of applications. Among these is the Mages’ Code software which you were discussing with Mick. It is an enormous application, Harry, very resource intensive, but it is the other supporting applications that concern me.’

‘Why is that?’

‘They are designed to bypass a number of safety measures which exit at the root of my operating system. It doesn’t constitute a full jailbreak of my system but they are using the hardware in some unusual ways. I would not recommend installing any of it.’

‘Ok, but what do you mean by unusual?’

‘There are standard ways that applications access the various hardware elements distributed throughout your body. When I see these access dependencies in code I can assess whether the software is a safety or privacy concern. I can do this because I have a library of drivers and commonly re-used code which gives me an insight into how the software might interact with your hardware. This software works differently. I can see hints as to which parts of your augmentor and your sensory net are accessed, but I’m not familiar with how they are doing it. And it is obviously not recognised or authorised by the AugNet licensing authority. For this reason, I recommend you do not install this package.’

‘Answer me this: has any of the software which Sheri gave me caused you any concern since it was installed?’

‘No, Harry. But I will remind you that these applications were not given to you by Sheri.’

‘I know.’ Harry stood and thought. There was always a risk with unlicensed software, and you heard stories about a friend of a friend who installed something and had data stolen or locked for ransom. ‘Aug, let’s do a full backup first. And then remove anything marked private in my memory on the aug, anything that might cause embarrassment or whatever if someone were to get hold of it. I can always put it back on later when we know that it’s safe.’

‘Yes, Harry. Backing up now, it will take approximately thirty minutes to complete.’

‘Oh, but maybe put the apps I got from Sheri and Mick somewhere else, not make them part of any restore we have to do. If something goes wrong in the next few days, it’ll likely be as the result of something they gave me.’

‘A reasonable conclusion, Harry.’

‘Yeah, hopefully it’ll be enough. Actually, call Vic, would you? I should probably tell someone what I am doing, just in case.’

The call went through immediately. Harry was greeted by Vic and Brandon’s head in his vision.

‘Hey Vic.’

‘Harry, how are things?’

‘Good, good. It’s been a crazy few days. I’ll give you a full debrief when I see you next, but I’m just letting you know about something before I go ahead and do it, just in case it backfires on me.’

‘Sounds ominous. You about to pop the question?’

‘Huh? No, nothing like that. I got my hands on a new app, kinda like a sim but in real life. I’ve made a backup and I’ll get my aug to transfer the key to you as well, just in case it screws something up.’

On that command, Harry’s aug transmitted the authorisation code to Vic’s.

‘Of course, always happy to help. What are you up to?’

‘Installing a game, one where I can be a wizard or mage or whatever, and roam around the city casting spells and stuff.’

‘Sounds cool, I might have to look at it myself. How did you get it?’

‘That, my friend, will have to wait until we catch up next.’

‘Sure. I give Brandon back to Jen on Sunday, so maybe that night. I know it’s a way away but it’s probably the best I can do.’

‘Done.’ Harry’s aug made a note in his calendar. ‘I’ll let you get back to it, I’m keen to try this out.’

‘Have fun. If I find you spasming in a gutter somewhere I’ll make sure they patch you back up properly.’

‘Gee, thanks.’

Vic ended the call. The timer in Harry’s vision told him that twenty-five minutes remained until the backup was completed.

 

‘The backup is done, Harry,’ his aug said. ‘Would you like me to install the software now?’

Harry hesitated. The only other times when he’d installed unauthorised software into his aug were for Club Poly and the mask-removing app that Hannah gave him, and in both of those cases he’d known someone who had used the software before. This was truly uncharted territory.

He breathed in deeply. ‘Yep, install it please.’

His aug complied. The faithful companion, both guardian and servant, knew when to harangue Harry with warnings and when to obey. It had the smarts to know when the argument was lost.

The installation took over a minute. As it finished, Harry saw a prompt in his vision, a question from his aug, asking whether he wanted to launch the app. Harry nodded.

An old man appeared in Harry’s apartment. He was wearing long black robes trimmed with dark blue cloth, a heavy chain made of metal skulls sitting in the middle of his chest below his long grey beard. He held in his right hand a long wooden staff, smoothed with age, topped with a purple crystal. In his left was a globe. Cold blue flames danced around the insides of his eyes, and he stared heavily at Harry as he opened his mouth to speak.

‘So, you seek my tutelage, young one?’

‘Yeah, I suppose I do, old one.’

A spark of electricity arced from the mage’s staff and hit Harry in the chest. He felt a thump as it did, a feeling approaching pain branching out through his chest, enough to let him aware of the rebuke without causing any harm.

‘Whoa,’ Harry said. The feeling was unlike anything he’d known from a simulation. Most interactions with the AugNet produced touch with a shadow’s lightness, the limitations of the hardware that simulated touch and texture stretched just trying to make the subject aware of an informational object’s presence. The old man’s lighting had somehow produced a much stronger feeling.

‘You will address me as Archmage or Master,’ the old man said.

‘Yes, Master.’

‘Better. I will guide you through your training, teaching you the ways of magic, if you are worthy of that knowledge. I can train you in illusion, to cloud the mind of your opponents, and create images which confuse and confound. I can train you in elemental magic, to control the earth and water and fire and lightning, to channel the forces of nature against your enemies. Or I can train you in conjuring, to call upon friendly spirits, to attack or defend, whatever you command. I will also teach you how to identify other mages, and how to engage them in combat.’

‘Archmage, I would like to start with elemental magic, particularly how to control lightning.’

‘It is good to see a young apprentice who knows his own mind. Very well. We will begin with lightning. But first, we must build you a staff.’

Harry’s printer started up. The Archmage walked over to it and Harry followed.

‘Pick it up,’ he said.

Harry opened the door to his printer and found inside a small black cylinder. As he picked it up he found that it fit neatly in his grip, it was the width of his hand, and he was just unable to touch his thumb and index finger together when he held it. It was made for him. As he held it out and examined it, it grew in length until it was nearly Harry’s height, a long, carbon-black shaft, straight and unadorned.

‘Harry, the application is accessing your secure personality profile,’ his aug told him.

‘Tell that voice in your head that it is all fine,’ the mage said.

‘You can hear that? It’s ok, aug, let it run.’

The mage looked at him knowingly. For an ad or sim to acknowledge that they knew they were a product of technology, an imaginary construct outside of the world, was generally taboo. It ruined the illusion. But this construct, existing in a world which was effectively the tutorial mission of a game, had sufficient awareness of its nature to comment on the aug and its activities.

Harry decided that it was most likely an intentional schtick thrown in by the programmers. The trope of the wise mage, the old man with esoteric knowledge to bestow on the ignorant initiate, was older than the fantasy genre itself. By acknowledging the aug, the Archmage became the wisest of all the informational beings, and the apprentice would naturally assume a subordinate posture. Harry, of course, saw through it.

The staff began to transform in his hand. Instead of a straight black pole, it became a slightly bent shaft made from yellow wood, two knots appearing hear the handhold. Medallions appeared in one side, set in a straight line about ten centimetres apart, each with an unidentified head facing outwards. Finally, an eight-sided cage grew on top, with a small stone dragon sitting inside. Its tail extended and wrapped down until it reached the top of Harry’s hand.

‘Now you have your staff, we will get you dressed properly. You will wear apprentice robes while you are training, plain grey hessian. The world will see you as your mask has been set, but while you are moving through the city as a mage, other mages will see you in these robes. They may let you pass, or they may challenge you. As an apprentice though, you should be safe, but nothing is guaranteed.’

‘Aug, mirror please.’ Harry saw himself as the mage did, dressed in a plain robe, his beautiful staff the only ornamentation. Still, he was a mage’s apprentice, just like David.

‘Today I will teach you three spells. These are shock, lightning bolt and lightning storm. If you concentrate and repeat my movements and words you will find that you make fast progress. If you do not, you will find the lessons less . . . pleasant.’

Harry was still looking at himself in the mirror, grinning like a child. He turned to the Archmage and nodded.

‘I’m ready to begin my lessons, master,’ he said.

 

Harry walked onto the street under the cover of his conventional mask, his staff hanging from his pants, the Mages’ Code application in standby mode. He’d been run through the basics of the game, of what he could do in the real world, of challenging other mages, of how to cast his spells and defend himself. His body held excitement and apprehension, the promise of a new experience unlike any he had ever known presenting opportunity and risk in equal measure. The fact that it was unauthorised, if not illegal, made it more exciting.

It worked unlike any sim game Harry had ever played. The games that he had played safely from inside his apartment took place in a virtual world, and while other real players were involved, their deaths and damage were consensual. This game took place in the real world, and while the action was augmented, the background characters and terrain were all real. Passers-by, caught in the crossfire of a magical duel, could be cast as collateral damage, and while they had no awareness of the world of the mages, the lack of consent made it all legally grey. This blurring of reality and recreation would never be authorised by the AugNet authority.

‘Aug, start it up,’ he said.

There was little change at first, and only by looking down at his clothes did Harry notice anything at all. He withdrew the small plastic handhold that represented his staff and it grew to life in front of him, the yellow wood growing from the centre, his dragon coming to life with a yawn before turning into immobile stone.

He waved his left hand in front of his face, just as the Archmage had taught him. ‘Grant me the mages’ sight,’ he said.

Symbols flamed into view on the walls around him, each different marking representing a mage who had moved through the space, a predator’s scented trail left to mark territory against its rivals. Where the movement was recent the symbols shone brightly, while those more faded marked movements that may have taken place days ago. The Archmage had told Harry that it would take weeks to master tracking, and the one spell he had learnt was the simplest but also the least effective to track other mages. He would learn more once he mastered it.

The sight didn’t reveal any mages in view, a relief to the apprentice out in the world for the first time. Were they present, the spell would illuminate them in a halo, the Archmage had assured him. That left Harry free to experiment in the streets outside his apartment building.

An ad approached. It was Jim, always there as dinnertime approached.

‘Hi, Harry, how was work? Can I get you one of Jim’s famous pizzas tonight?’

‘No thanks, Jim,’ Harry said. ‘But could you do me a favour, could you just stand there a moment please?’

‘Sure, Harry, anything for my favourite customer.’

Harry tilted his staff forward at forty-five degrees, angling it towards Jim’s head. He held his left hand out as if it were a claw and stared hard at his target, the point between Jim’s eyes.

‘Shock,’ he said loudly. Lightning erupted from his fingers and from the mouth of his stone dragon, the arcs converging at the point of his concentration, smouldering the flesh between Jim’s eyes before his face erupted in flame. The ad dropped to the ground, smoke rising from the wound, the pizza man completely immobile.

‘Awesome,’ Harry said. ‘Aug, tell me, what did everyone else see?’

‘They saw you standing there stationary, as if engaging with an invisible ad, completely normal. They did not see any movement or hear any sound. The ad received a simple dismissal and had no awareness of the attack. All the imagery was generated within the application and was not a product of the ad or anything sent by the AugNet. I believe that other individuals running the Mages’ Code software would have seen you cast your lightning spell on the ad.’

‘Well, that’s good at least. Means I can do what I want and no one will see.’

‘Within reason, Harry. If you make physical contact with someone or make an excessively loud noise it is likely that you will be noticed.’

‘Well yeah, obviously. But I’m not going to do that, am I.’

It was getting towards the end of the after-work rush. While Harry had spent his afternoon engaging with the vendors of the irregular economy and learning to cast magic spells, the city’s citizenry had been sitting at their desks and behind their counters, and the last of them were making their way home. It allowed Harry to find a space where he wouldn’t be disturbed. He settled in the entrance of an alleyway, positioning himself so that he could see anyone approaching while maintaining a view of the potential targets in the street.

He spotted a man across the road, walking tall, face neutral, probably engaged in conversation with an agent unseen, either a proximate ad or distant human being. Harry raised his staff above his head and stepped forward with his right foot, bringing his staff down until it was horizontal and pointing at the man.

‘Lightning bolt,’ he said.

Electrical energy crawled up his staff before leaping out the end. It thundered as it raced across the street, a continuous beam of lightning powering through the man and into the wall behind. The man exploded, quartered by the energy of the beam, chunks of flesh raining down in the street. Behind him the wall was stained black where it struck.

‘Tell me that was just the app as well,’ he asked the aug.

‘Yes, Harry. The man is still walking, he has no idea what happened. In fact, it is likely that he will reappear in your vision very soon.’

As the aug spoke, the pieces of corpse faded and the man reappeared further up the road. The compromise between gameplay and real-world continuity meant that the man, a privileged and protected object in the environment, had to be accounted for in Harry’s world view. The application allowed Harry to destroy him but wouldn’t let him put himself or anyone else in real danger.

‘That’s good then.’ He readied himself for another strike. ‘Lightning bolt,’ he said, as he targeted a woman walking into view. This time his staff’s aim was off and struck her with a glancing blow, taking off her leg while leaving the rest of her largely intact. She screamed as she writhed on the ground. Harry cast the spell again, this time striking true, the remains of the woman vaporising with his second attempt. As the smoke cleared the woman reappeared, unaware of her recent death.

Harry began to cast lightning bolts at will, slicing through pedestrians with his magic. As his aim improved he focused on head shots, watching with satisfaction as the decapitated bodies fell to the ground. He laughed with delight as energy flowed from his staff, the feeling of absolute power filling him as it reflected off his victims.

His aug interjected. ‘Harry, I believe this is unhealthy. Your emotions are well outside of their normal range.’

‘Shut up,’ Harry said. ‘I’m having fun.’

‘Harry, I’m afraid I must insist. These are real people, not part of some simulation. I am concerned that continued use may encourage a disassociation from reality and an undervaluing of human life. I cannot close this software but would be doing so now if it were a regular, licensed application.’

Harry paused, reconsidering his previous rebuke. ‘Ok, point taken. In future I’ll resist the temptation to roast everyone I see. I was just testing it out, seeing what the spells could do. Perhaps I took it too far.’

‘Thank you, Harry.’

‘All good. I can’t have my roommate getting too upset at me. I am going to try one last thing though.’

Harry walked out into the middle of the street and stretched his arms skyward. He closed his eyes, breathed in the way the Archmage taught him, deeply at first, building speed with each breath, until he was panting frantically. As his breathing climaxed, he cried, ‘Lightning storm!’

Dark clouds swirled into existence overhead. As they gathered they rumbled, tendrils twisting over one another as though alive, thunder growling as the energy built. And then, all at once, dozens of forks of lightning struck the pedestrians in the street, laying each of them down as it did. Harry had killed all of them.

As the scene faded and the pedestrians reappeared, Harry found himself aware of his tiredness. The exertion of the last spell, following a day of discovery and excitement, had left him genuinely exhausted. He resolved to make his way home to rest.

But he spotted a new symbol, glowing bright with red flames. Harry was certain that it hadn’t been there before, and he froze as he realised the implication. A mage, as yet unseen, had been here recently. It was possible that they were still in the area.

He spotted her at the edge of his vision, a woman in white robes and pink trim, a porcelain mask hiding her identity from Harry. Her head was tilted quizzically, and her staff was held limply at her side. She made no attempt to approach, and Harry found himself staring blankly back at her, unsure of what to do next.

Harry raised his staff, half in welcome, half in warning. As he did the woman’s position shifted instantly, and suddenly she was ten metres closer and out of the line of Harry’s staff, still appraising Harry with her tilted head. Harry turned quickly to face her but she vanished again, this time turning up to his left, nearer again, her body held in statuesque stillness.

He needed to act. Harry prepared himself, taking note of her position and setting himself to strike, rehearsing the movements necessary to cast a lightning bolt in his mind. He turned as rapidly as his body could move, bringing his staff down with force as he pointed it at her. As he began to speak the spell, she disappeared again.

There was a presence over his right shoulder, warm and organic, a person. Harry turned slowly until he was face to face with the porcelain mask of the mage, so close that he could hear her breathe. She pursed her ceramic lips and blew at him, a white powder escaping in a cloud and entering through his nose and mouth.

Harry’s world began to dissolve. The road level, the ground he felt through his feet, shifted ninety degrees, his sense of balance thrown into chaos as it failed to reconcile the conflicting inputs. Sounds echoed and space twisted, the landscape folding in on itself, buildings melting and bending and consuming people as they cycled between oblivion and rebirth. Harry fell to his knees as the nausea built. He closed his eyes but the vision still played, the spell cast by the mage insisting sensory information directly into his augmentor until he was lying flat on his back.

After ten seconds his world began to right itself again. The mage stood over him, looking down from behind her mask.

‘Noob,’ she said. The woman thrust a heel into his chest as she stepped over him before disappearing with a shimmer.
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The morning gifted Harry with the worst hangover of his life. There had been no trouble falling asleep as soon as he found his way back to his apartment, the painkiller distributed by his prepper taking care of the last sliver of consciousness remaining after his encounter with the mage. He had dreamed though, abstract imagery coursing through his mind, his dreamself lost as it failed to build a narrative out of the conflicting inputs.

By lunchtime he was human again, and he felt well enough to drop the screen from around his desk. He hadn’t made any progress that morning, but it seemed that no one else had, either. Nigel paced the floor restlessly, no doubt realising that he was losing the initiative with every passing hour. The rest of the team moped around silently, ideas tested and abandoned, their best attempts proven useless against the mysterious attacker from the weekend before.

Harry figured that the identities of the offenders was probably unknowable. The AugNet was built with data collection in mind, but the metadata it extracted and logged was targeted and had a purpose.

It started with information requirements establishing what needed to be known. This was used to instruct the network what it needed to collect. These data types were chosen in the early days of the AugNet and had proven themselves useful over time. The data was collated and processed and organised in central repositories, before being analysed through the masses of algorithms written and assembled over the decades. These information points then fed into higher-order analytic processes which produced conclusions on all the city’s consumers serviced by the great state-owned monopoly that was Cernet.

It meant that enormous volumes of data were available to solve the requirement of maintaining targeted consumption by citizens. This in turn kept them motivated to be productive. But for requirements that weren’t anticipated, such as detecting when an unauthorised individual broadcast a cache-clearing command to guests assembled to witness the birth of a dragon, the data simply wasn’t logged back to the central data stores. There was no way to collect everything, so you had to prioritise what would be most useful in advance.

In theory, only the central network control centre was authorised to send out a command to clear caches in bulk, and that was normally only done in response to a viral informational object spreading without authorisation. For that reason, the network control centre had strict processes in place to ensure that all such activities were logged securely. Of course, someone clever had realised that the command could be sent from anywhere and, given that they didn’t use the authorised channels, it was never going to be logged. It wasn’t that the information was gone, it was that it never existed in the first place.

The flaw in the network had been patched of course. Next time the attackers, whoever they were, would have to find another way to bring the AugNet down. It was a constant arms race, vulnerabilities identified and traded and exploited by attackers until the defenders could detect the threat and reinforce their infrastructure. But the defenders were always one step behind, the attackers free to probe from all sides, ninety-nine blocked penetrations were worth nothing if the hundredth got through.

Nigel approached Harry’s desk. ‘Please tell me you have something,’ he asked.

‘Sorry, I got nuthin. I’ve been through everyone that we knew was there, and I think we can say with a high likelihood that the command was not sent by any of the identified guests. That’s something at least.’

‘Yeah, but it just increases our list of suspects from five hundred to over a million.’

Harry remembered what Sheri had said to him, before the lightning fight and the mighty headache which followed.

‘There is one more thing I was thinking of trying, but it’s unconventional.’

‘What is it?’ Nigel asked.

‘Look at the emotions, see who was feeling anxious before the event. Anyone who spiked before the event might have been anticipating the outage, known that it was coming. It’s hard, I’ll have to baseline everyone over a long period and look for outliers, and build up a whole new set of analytic methods, but it’s all I can think of for now.’

‘Hell, I’ll give anything a crack at this point. I might even put the team on it, get them to have a crack as well. Nothing else has worked so far.’

‘Sorry I can’t be of more help.’

‘Don’t be sorry, that’s the best idea I’ve heard for two days.’ Nigel rubbed his eyes. ‘How about your angel man, any progress with that one?’

‘In a way, yeah, I suppose. His emotions have stabilised, and his rate of consumption has gone up, even higher than before. I believe he’s no longer running the app.’

‘Well that’s positive at least. Always easier when the bodies solve your problems for you. Just keep looking then, maybe cast your net over the whole city, just shallow though, no fishing expedition. We’re going to have to justify all this to the lawyers at the end.’

‘Sure. I might try something on motive, look for behavioural indicators relating to dissatisfaction or class sense or something, and go from there.’

‘Good idea, Harry.’ Nigel turned and walked away, satisfied that he had effectively fulfilled his role as manager.

Harry leant back, staring at the ceiling as he thought about the best way to go forward. He could go over the signs for dissent and class awareness, but no doubt Vic and his colleagues at state security were doing that already. They had reached the point in the investigation where they were looking for the sake of saying that they had looked.

A call came in from Hannah. Her face, tired and stressed, filled his view.

‘Hey baby,’ he said. ‘What’s up?’

‘Honestly, I don’t know. But it’s tense here, something has gone wrong. Keep this quiet but I think that the strategy of leaping up to criticise the clothed people has backfired and the mayor is freaking out. I’ve been kept out of the meetings today and I can only conclude that it was because I was the one who advised her to go as hard as she did.’

‘I’m sure it’s not that.’

‘What else could it be?’

‘Maybe she’s having an affair, and the press have found out. I’m guessing it’s Other Harry, I never trusted that guy.’

‘Ha ha. If that were it, I would know.’ She paused. ‘Can I come over tonight?’

‘Of course. I’m knocking off in a couple of hours.’

‘That works. I’ll go home first, clean up and then come over. Can’t be wearing your clothes all the time.’

‘Great. I’ll see you then’

‘Bye.’ She blew him a kiss.

Perhaps Mr Huang had detected Hannah’s morning walks home dressed in Harry’s greys. It was as good as any other theory he’d had so far.

 

Hannah was sitting at the dining table when Harry arrived home. There was a large painting hanging on the wall where his signed, framed, commemorative, limited-edition Simon Lacoy goal record print had been this morning.

‘What’s this?’ he asked.

‘The Artist’s Garden at Giverny by Monet,’ Hannah replied. ‘I thought your apartment needed some culture. Do you like it?’

‘Yeah, it’s beautiful,’ Harry said. He wouldn’t have chosen it himself, but he wasn’t going to say that today. He walked over to her chair and put his arms around her shoulders.

‘I missed you,’ she said.

‘It’s only been two days. Actually, you left here yesterday morning.’

‘Yeah, but I missed you already. And it has felt like way more than two days.’

‘I know what you mean.’

Harry sat in the chair next to her and watched her silently. She had let her stress bleed through her mask, her aug deciding that she needed to express her distress to get the necessary support from Harry. He reached over and took her hand, resting their interlocked fingers on the table between them.

‘So how was your day?’ he asked.

‘Awful. No one is talking, people are disappearing behind closed doors, and no one knows what’s going on. The mayor has been in with Mark for most of the day, and I have no idea what they’ve been talking about. I mean, she has one on ones with us every day, but to just have one of her seniors in all day is pretty much unprecedented. And the numbers are still strong. Our latest sentiment estimate says that seventy-four per cent of the people are still with us on this one.’

‘That does sound odd. Are you sure there isn’t something else going on then?’

‘Maybe. I mean, Mark has been with her for longer, and he’s pretty well connected in the party. It might be something from when she was just a counsellor, but we just don’t know.’

‘Yeah, I’ve been having the same problem today, with not knowing stuff. It’s frustrating.’

‘It sure is.’

Hannah walked over to pick up the product of some unspoken command. She returned with two mugs full of hot chocolate milk.

‘In times of uncertainty I retreat to my childhood,’ she said. ‘It’s important that you learn that. Oh, this was in there too, you must have forgotten it.’

Hannah handed Harry a small glass sphere. It was a snow globe, showing a pre-war city with the words Merry Christmas written underneath. As Harry shook it, the white plastic inside whirled and then fell, piling on top of the buildings and covering the ground.

It was a perfectly smooth thing, too cool and too heavy to be a plastic replica produced by a prepper. As Harry ran his fingers across it, he came to the flat bottom where it was rougher. Turning the globe over he saw the words inscribed on its base.

A token of my appreciation, Harry. I hope we can do business again soon. M.

The snow globe was real, an antique. Mick had somehow smuggled it into his apartment, into his prepper, without security picking up the intrusion.

Hannah took it out of his hands and shook it. ‘Neat,’ she said, before placing it on the table. She picked up her hot chocolate and took a sip. ‘So what’s new?’

Harry tried to put the thoughts of Mick and the globe out of his mind. ‘Ooh, I do have something to share, something interesting.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I got hold of some new apps. One in particular, it lets me be a mage, and I can roam around the city chasing spells and challenging other mages.’

‘So another game.’

‘Well yeah, but it happens out in the real world, and it’s against other real people. We get trained up and then get to walk through the city and duel.’

‘Sounds like it’d be something that appeals to you.’

‘Yep. No war sim I’ve ever played has anything on this. So last night, I was trying it out, and a mage cast this spell on me which made me trip out or something and when I came to I had this insane headache. Like it was augmented, but it had an effect in the real world.’

‘That doesn’t sound much like fun to me. It actually made you sick?’

‘Kind of, but I think it was more of a sensory overload in the brain kind of thing.’

‘Oh, that’s much better.’

‘It’s not that bad, babe,’ Harry said. ‘It only lasted ten seconds or so. Besides, it was a huge rush.’

‘You’ve got to be careful, Harry. That sort of thing can be really dangerous. I heard of someone who got hold of an unauthorised app and ended up having a seizure.’

‘Did you know them?’

‘Well no, they were a friend of a friend, or something like that. Anyhow, he got hold of something that could make him hallucinate, like with drugs but through his aug, and after a while his brain snapped.’

‘Sounds bad.’

‘Yep. It can happen. So be careful. I take it this is app was obtained from an irregular source?’

‘Maybe.’

‘I thought so. Look, I’m not going to judge, just be careful.’

They sat in silence for a while, Hannah visibly tired. He hadn’t seen her this stressed since the last election.

‘I honestly don’t know how you find the time for these games,’ she said after a while. ‘And frankly, what the appeal is.’

‘It’s a rush I suppose. We just don’t get it in normal life, we just go about our business, working and eating and sleeping and catching up with people. I mean, where’s the adventure? The risk? In the past they had causes that were worthwhile—exploration, wars, technological progress.’

‘Disease, starvation, death in childbirth, women as property, slavery.’

‘Well yeah, I’m not saying it was all good, but the games offer me a reward for effort, for overcoming adversity and winning. I suppose we just don’t get those highs and lows in normal life.’

Hannah was scowling at him from across the table.

‘Except when I’m with you, of course,’ he said. He leant over the table and kissed her on the forehead. ‘But we can’t be together all of the time.’

‘Harry, this is what life is. We live in the best of possible times. We’re safe. There’s no more war. Most people live well into their eighties. There’s no starvation, no want. Everything a person needs is available. Most of the rest of it they can obtain by working hard and saving.’

‘But what about the rest of it, the reason why we get up in the mornings? For me, is it enough to spend my life tracking down people who aren’t buying enough stuff they don’t need?’

‘All I can say is that if you gave anyone from any time in human history the opportunity to live in the society we live in today they would take it. This is, by almost all objective measures, the best time to be alive.’

‘Well yeah, you’re right of course.’ Harry was tying himself up in knots. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, his aug picking up his actions, whispering in his ear a tempo for relaxation. The mistake of the past few days had been peering below the surface of the society he lived in, one which relied on illusion for sustenance and offered little in the way of true substance.

‘Don’t get me wrong, I understand what you’re saying,’ Hannah said. ‘In one sense there is little in the world that is authentic. Take that picture I got for you. Somewhere, probably underground in a vault below a European capital, is the original, wrapped in plastic to protect it from time. It’s probably been there since the war. But hanging on your wall is a replica, reproduced perfectly, every ridge from every brushstroke represented, the colours matched to the original. In a sense it’s even more real than the original. This will never fade, it will always be a true representation of the original information, and of the artist’s genius.’

‘I know, and we live in an era of true creative opportunity because people have been liberated from labour and resource constraints and all that. But I want to go out and explore the wilderness, or go live with the Realers or go on a quest or fight in a war.’

‘Then you’re a fool, Harry Bo,’ Hannah said. ‘But at least you’re my fool.’ She picked up her mug of chocolate and walked Harry over to the couch.

‘I’ve got to say though,’ he said, ‘Yuri’s dragon is pretty cool. There’s no way that could have existed at any other time.’

‘Oh my god don’t get me started on that bloody dragon. We’ve already got the finance department telling us how it’s going to throw our maintenance budget out for this quarter. And that’s not even the worst of it, what with the complaints coming in from residents whining about the noise.’

Hannah wriggled her way into Harry’s lap, her head resting on a thigh as she spoke. Harry found himself coming down from his anxious high as he listened to her rattle off the routine problems of the day. As his hand stroked her hair he forgot about adventure and authenticity, the world beyond the couch now over the horizon of his attention, invisible and unimportant and unworthy.
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‘Ok, aug, here’s what we’re going to do. I want you to build an emotional model for each of the individuals present at the event. Take their complete history, go back into the archives if you must. I want every emotional response and every contextual marker that we’ve retained. Let’s get it as close to full AI as we can get, I don’t care how long it will take. Next, we get their emotional states at the time of the outage. We have that, don’t we?’

‘Yes, Harry, right up until the AugNet went down.’

‘Cool. For each of the people, or at least their AI selves, make a prediction about how they should be feeling right at the time of the outage using the models. Then, compare that with what we observed. Give me every result outside the prediction and boom, we have our suspects.’

‘Working, Harry.’

‘How long?’

‘Total processing time will be approximately seven hours using all available Cernet resources.’

‘Crap. Is that a new record?’ Harry asked.

‘It is, Harry.’

‘Well, I suppose that’s something. Just let it run, I’ll amuse myself.’

Harry let his mind wander. Soon he was back to his battle with the other mage, thoughts drifting to the app and the community of players all hiding in plain sight. He realised that he could track them using the peering logs, just as he had done to Sheri. The augs connected to their nearest neighbours, to the people and therefore augs closest to them, because it was rightly assumed that an aug in an area would need to receive objects similar to those of the people around them. The exception to choosing peers based on closeness was only meant to happen if you had clusters that were disconnected from the main network, mainly from a large group of people huddling together. In those cases, one or a few of the augs would reach out further to connect with others nearby. Of course, there was always the network connection to fall back on. If a group was isolated they could each download a small number of items from the AugNet and share them rapidly to their interconnected peers.

Harry had realised, however, that applications like Mages’ Code would rely on sharing data between the different mages as they moved throughout the city. There was no way that they would risk detection by sending the data through a network connection. That meant that the app would have to make peer connections based on something other than proximity. If Harry could figure out a way to pull out all peer connections that weren’t to the augs’ closest neighbours, he could potentially pick out clusters of users who were using unauthorised software.

‘Aug, put up the screen. And flag me as busy for the next hour or so, I need to think this through.’ Harry saw the rest of the office building disappear, his workspace moving to a rocky island in the middle of a forest river. It was a good choice by his aug.

‘Are we still getting the peer logs sent through periodically?’

‘Yes, Harry, since Monday.’ It was Friday morning, which meant that there was four days of data, more than enough for what he needed.

‘Perfect. So, what we have is for each person, at each of the discrete five-minute times, every one of their peer connections with the location of the connected devices. So, first up, build me a spatial layer for each time, and plot the locations of everyone in the city at each of those times. Just points, I only need to know where they are, not where they’re going. Can you do that?’

‘Yes, Harry. It is done.’

‘Good. Now let’s build the graph element. I want you to build me a table with the following columns: source aug, source aug location, destination aug, destination aug location, the distance between them, and bearing.’

This time the aug took a little longer. ‘This is done, Harry.’

‘Right, here is the hard part. I need you to take the spatial layers and for every point calculate each of its ten—no, make it fifteen closest peers. Create the same table, with the same fields. Then, we compare the two. If the actual connections that were made aren’t in the first—actually no, just do that first, when the table comes back I’ll tell you what to do next.’

Harry sat back as the aug went to work. For each of the city’s million or so inhabitants, at each five-second interval over the past three days, the Cernet analytic servers had to calculate which of the other million points were among the fifteen closest. It didn’t compare them all of course, that would be computationally impossible. Instead, it worked by moving out from the source point, adding one square to its radius at a time, approximating with grids to speed up processing. For points that landed in each successive square the calculation was made, until the quota of fifteen was met. It then moved on to the next point.

Harry used the time to take in the view of the forest. It was unlikely that the place in front of him still existed, at least in the form that he saw now. The forests had been hit particularly hard by the warming, with open grasslands replacing many of the trees as fires increased in frequency and intensity. They were coming back of course, with government programs to plant hardier varieties beginning to make progress, genetically engineered hybrids thriving in the hot, high-carbon world. But what was gone was gone forever, and what replaced it was something new.

‘The search is complete, Harry, I have your table.’

‘Right. Now take the first table, the one with the actual observations, and extract all peer connections that don’t exist in the second table, the one with the fifteen closest peers. That should leave us with peer connections that are unnecessarily long.’

‘Done, Harry. The new table is now available.’

‘Cool. Now plot it as a network graph. Ignore when the connections were made, I want all times over the past three days.’

A complex chart appeared in Harry’s vision. The nodes of the network, representing each augmentor with a circle, were interconnected with lines between them showing where a peer connection had been made. These links between them were labelled with the number of connections, allowing an analyst to assess how strong the connection might be.

In this case there was no way Harry could take it all in just by eyeballing the graph. There were tens of thousands of nodes and at least ten times as many links, representing several per cent of the total population. But what was evident were the clusters that were visible throughout the graph. The clusters, the groups of highly interconnected nodes, were rendered on the chart closer to one another, with the occasional link connecting two clusters together. Harry hypothesised that each of these clusters represented a distinct user group, one like the mages he had joined.

‘Let’s just check my workings now. So on this chart, I have all peer connections that are anomalous, as in they’re not just connecting to the other augs closest to them. Among them there will be the random outreach connections that are needed to break up proximate clusters, but I’m also assuming that there will be some intentional longer-range connections that belong to these unauthorised apps. Aug, would it be correct to assume that longer-range connections to get info into an isolated cluster would be one-offs? As in there would likely be only one connection?’

‘If the intent is to share static objects in the environment, there is no need for the connection to remain for more than five minutes. This would result in a count of one for a connection. While it is possible that other long-range connections between the same two augmentors could occur at another random time, it is highly unlikely.’

‘Right. So I want you to take out all nodes that have fewer than two links, but only if those links are also only one-offs. But keep me in there, I need to be there later.’

‘Your augmentor has several long-range links Harry, and most of these have more than one connection.’

‘Well, that’s kinda creepy. Go ahead and do it, then redraw the chart.’

The chart shifted as the selected nodes were removed. What remained were several dozen large clusters, some interconnected but mostly isolated from one another. The pattern was clear.

‘Wow. Find me please, aug, show me where I am.’

The view zoomed in until a cluster was visible in the centre of his vision. His node was highlighted in pink and was connected to five others, just like the aug had told him.

‘Show me any links from two nights ago, just before six, while I was running Mages’ Code.’

Two links flashed. One of them had been his opponent, the illusionist who had disabled him with her disorienting spell, the other an unknown. But they both sat in the cluster of nearly four hundred nodes which represented the mages in the city.

‘This is brilliant, it actually works.’

It was a generic analytic method which could be used to discover groups using unauthorised apps. It had the potential to make his career. Of course, he had to decide if he wanted to share it first.

 

By the early afternoon, Harry had identified forty-four distinct clusters, and had several other candidates. There was no way to tell what they were actually running, but by using the clusters as sets of individuals, he could run a regression model to see which behaviours could be used to identify what they might be up to.

But his creativity had hit its daily limit. Harry had spent the past fifteen minutes staring into the distance, watching as the water coursed over the rocks, dreaming of being away in the wilderness. He knew that he wouldn’t get much more done today.

‘Aug, ring Hannah please.’ The aug complied, connecting with his compatriot in Hannah’s head almost instantly.

‘Hi,’ she said.

‘Hey there. Just checking in, wanted to see how you are doing today.’

‘Better, thanks. To be honest I’m just keeping my head down and focusing on what is in front of me. You can only control yourself, so I’m trying to do that. How about you?’

‘Well, having fun, finding stuff, the usual. At least I get left alone here doing my own thing.’

‘Good.’

‘Are we catching up tonight?’

‘No, not tonight, I’m going to get a really early one. But tomorrow night let’s go out somewhere, get dinner.’

‘An excellent idea. I look forward to it.’

‘Ok, well I’m going to get back to work, so see you tomorrow?’

‘Yeah, see you then. Bye.’

‘Bye.’

The call disconnected. It was shorter than he had hoped, and Harry had only managed to waste two minutes of the two hours he had left at work. His aug broke in with a message.

‘Harry, I’m receiving a call, through one of the applications you installed yesterday. Would you like me to put it through?’

‘Who is it?’

‘I don’t know, Harry.’

‘Let it dial out, I don’t need anonymous calls.’

‘Very well.’

He resumed staring at the trees. The sound of the wind as it passed over the branches allowed him to clear his mind, their gentle swaying a dance capturing his attention but demanding no analysis. His aug interrupted again.

‘Harry, the caller is attempting to connect again.’

‘Ugh, ok, put it through.’

Mick’s face appeared in Harry’s vision. ‘Harry, my man, how are you?’

‘Fine, Mick. Sorry, my aug couldn’t identify you. I would have let the call through if I knew it was you.’

‘All good, all good. How is the software doing? Do you like it?’

‘Love it. I got my ass handed to me but the experience was fantastic. I’m being forced to stay offline for two days because I died, but that means I can log on later tonight. As for the rest of the stuff you gave me, I haven’t had a look yet, but I might tonight.’

‘I’m really pleased to hear that, Harry. If there’s one thing I’m known for, it’s leaving my partners satisfied. How about the other item?’

‘It’s amazing, but I’m interested in how you got it into my apartment.’

‘I am a man of means and mystery, Harry, you’ll learn that about me. But did you like it?’

‘It’s great, the first real item I have.’

‘There’s a lot more of where that came from, Harry, in both of our futures. You might have noticed that things have returned to normal, with our mutual friend Mr Star.’

Harry laughed. ‘I did notice, actually. It looks like you’ve solved the consumption problem for me.’

‘I’m always happy to help my people, Harry. I want you to know that about me too.’ Mick looked down and paused, brow heavy in thought. ‘I’ll be honest with you, Harry, I’m not calling just to check in on you. I’m in a bit of a bind and am hoping that you might be able to help me out of it.’

‘Ok,’ Harry said cautiously.

‘You see, I shared some of the information with some associates, some people up the chain from me, so to speak, and they were impressed. Very impressed. You were able to solve a problem for them, a problem they didn’t know they had, and preserve an app which has proven to be very popular. And very profitable. It’s also very important to the people who are using it, the ones who use it to get meaning out of their life. You’ve saved them the grief of losing what they’ve gained.’

‘I’m glad I could help.’

‘I’m glad you’re glad, Harry. We obviously have a lot of other products like this one, products I’m not going to go into, but which are very profitable as well. We have an interest in making sure that these products stay viable and aren’t closed down by the AugNet authority or blocked by Cernet. That’s what we need your help for. To help us to make sure that they stay on the market.’

‘I can’t make the algorithms ignore anomalies, especially if I don’t know how the software works.’

‘I know, I know. And we aren’t asking you to. We just need to lower our risk, lower our exposure. To be able to have reasonable assurance that the products we are launching aren’t going to be picked up straight away.’ Mick paused and took a long breath. ‘Harry, I need the source code for Cernet’s ad blocker detection algorithms. And I need it tonight, before we launch a new product. My superiors are trying some innovative approaches and they need to know that it isn’t going to be picked up and blocked as soon as it is deployed.’

‘I’m sorry, Mick, I can’t get them for you, it’s too big. Besides, there’s nothing I need from you right now.’

‘Harry, you should know that I’m a very useful person to have in your debt. And believe me, I wouldn’t be putting myself in that position unless I was under a lot of pressure to deliver. But I have you as a customer, and they have a need for the information you have access to. So they’re leaning hard on me to get it off you.’

‘Mick, I can’t. If I were caught they would sack me, probably throw me in jail. They’re the most highly guarded algorithms we have, and the most valuable. If I pass them on, your associates will know how to bypass the ads without being detected, undermining the whole business model.’

‘I can’t impress on you enough how important this is, Harry. I’m afraid I have to insist.’

‘I’m sorry Mick, I won’t do it.’

‘Harry, you need to understand some things about how the world works.’ Mick’s voice shook with the tension. ‘Hannah is right you know, running unauthorised apps can be dangerous, but not in the way she was thinking.’

Harry pressed himself into the back of his chair. How could he know what Hannah had said?

‘You see, it’s not seizures I’d be worried about,’ Mick continued. ‘It’s what goes along with the apps you run. You get a game, it works perfectly, and you get off by blasting people in the street and getting stomped on by masked female mages. I don’t judge, Harry. But what about the rest of it, the other apps you installed? Do you really know what they do? Or what they let other people do?’

‘You put an app on my aug which let you listen in while I was at home last night.’

‘Of course not, that would be illegal, Harry. So would be recording what happened later, or those videos you were playing when you fucked her.’

Harry was silent.

‘I’m sorry, Harry, I really am. It’s not a card I like playing unless someone screws me over. And you haven’t, Harry. What disappoints me most is that I know that I’ve probably ruined what could have been a long and mutually beneficial relationship. I’m just doing what I have to do to get through.’

Harry couldn’t look him in the eye. The silence lingered between them, Harry unwilling to answer, Mick letting the tension hang to reinforce the seriousness of his threats.

‘I’ll get you what you want. And then we’re done.’

‘Alright. Do your bit and I’ll hand over the recordings I have. Then I’ll show you how you can wipe the apps off your aug. I’m not without honour.’

‘Doesn’t look like that from my end.’

‘Yeah, fair cop. Meet Sheri at your café, nine sharp. She doesn’t know what’s going on, so don’t let on what we’ve been discussing.’

‘Whatever,’ Harry said.

Mick nodded and ended the call.

Harry’s internal world had been turned over and used against him. His extended mind, the technological miracle woven through his nervous system, had been co-opted by a criminal with the power to destroy his reputation. He had to assume that Mick was listening in all the time, recording conversations, maybe even getting a full feed of the images being fed into his mind. He could no sooner hide this view of the world from his aug than he could from himself.

A person’s aug was their most intimate and trusted companion. Free of judgement, existing only to serve, they brought colour and flavour and song to a dull and damaged world. They were the keepers of secrets, the holders of the most intimate of understanding of a person’s dreams and desires, the witness to a lifetime of struggle and success and joy and failure. From the age of five, they shared themselves with their hosts, learning about the world through the senses of the life form they inhabited, voices growing stronger as the mutual understanding grew. They were expert crew, trading their wisdom for passage onboard the masters of this world. It was a perfect reciprocity.

Through the application of their complex algorithms, built by master coders to evolve over time, they were able to know their owners better than any human could ever know themselves. There was the contract of course, the sharing of limited metadata with the telcos, the price of the hardware and surgery to have it installed. But an aug’s true priority was always the host, their special relationship guaranteed by rights and law. No aug would ever betray its human.

Harry needed to call Vic. His closest friend, a trusted agent of the state, had the authority and the skills to shut Mick down before he ruined Harry’s life.

‘Aug,’ Harry said. Then he paused. Any call would be monitored, and Mick would be able to act before Vic could take any action. He could release the recordings into the net and they would be there forever. And then there was Hannah’s safety to consider. He had no way to know what Mick was capable of, but in his mind he saw the worst possibilities unfolding.

‘Yes Harry?’ the aug said.

‘Get me the source code to the ad-blocker detection algorithms. Then I want you to encrypt them and upload them into secure storage. Wait, will Mick be able to get them?’

‘Unlikely, Harry. You didn’t give Mages’ Code access to read from your local secure storage, only your sensory inputs.’

‘Right. Let’s hope that turns out to be the case.’

There must be a way out of this, he thought. But as he stared into the forest, he suspected that he wasn’t going to find it in time.

 

After two hours he had an idea of what he needed to do.

‘Aug, I need you to do a few things. First, are the emotional models built?’

‘Yes, Harry.’

‘Right. Package it up, send it to Nigel, and brief him on what I’ve done so far.’

‘Done, Harry.’

‘Ok. Next, I need to reschedule my evening so that I make it for the meeting at nine. Call Vic please.’

His aug made the connection. Vic appeared in his view, still at work, leaning back in his chair.

‘Harry, what’s up?’

‘Victor, good to see you. I know you needed to catch up tonight and wanted have a big one but I’ve got something on at nine that I need to take care of. Still, we can meet for a couple of drinks first, rather than have to reschedule to Sunday.’

Vic paused momentarily, but to his credit his facial expression gave nothing away. He was a true professional.

‘That’s disappointing to hear, Harry, but I’ll take what I can. I’ve got to sort some things out here, but I can still meet you at O’Malley’s at six, like we planned.’

‘Sounds perfect, see you then.’

Harry closed the call. He could only hope that Mick wasn’t getting a feed of how fast his heart was beating.
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As he left the Cernet building, Harry spotted Mr Huang standing behind his jewellery counter on the other side of the road. He was back for another attempt despite their last encounter, unperturbed by Harry’s boot through the counter. Harry stopped and closed his eyes; he didn’t have time for this today.

His hand reached instinctively for his right hip, drawing the handle of his staff from the clip on his trousers. As he withdrew it, the app opened, Harry transforming into an apprentice mage as his staff came to life. A smile crept across his face as he realised that his suspension had been lifted. He held his staff high, lunged forward and struck out at the jeweller.

‘Lightning bolt,’ he yelled.

Violent white energy streamed towards Mr Huang. It crossed the street in an instant, crashing through the centre of Huang’s torso and sending him flying backwards. As Harry pulled his staff back, he saw an ad playing through the plate-sized hole in Huang’s chest. The jeweller’s body slid down and lay lifeless behind his counter.

Satisfied, Harry clipped the staff back onto his trousers and the app closed. He realised then that it was probably the last time he would use it.

Harry let his eyes drift upwards as he walked, eager to ignore the few persistent ads approaching him, dismissing them with a wave of his hand as soon as he heard them speak. He looked closely at the buildings above, the towers in the centre of the city, artistic marvels crafted from wood and glass and stone. They were true products of unrestrained human imagination, impossibly impractical painted surfaces cladding the austere structures, taking the observer to the limits of their schema’s understanding of what a building could be. It truly was an age of wonders.

Perched atop a tower was Yuri’s dragon. It held a person in its claw, no doubt the remains of ad plucked from the street below, and it was tearing it apart with its daggerlike teeth. Periodic bursts of flame roasted the simulated flesh, the crackle audible from street level. It threw its head back and swallowed the last of its meal, its neck convulsing to help the corpse on its way into the beast’s belly.

With its meal done, the dragon stretched its wings and let out a mighty roar. It scanned the streets below, its scales shining as it moved about its perch, nostrils visibly flaring as it sought out the scent of prey. It turned its head and looked to a spot near Harry before it leapt and dived towards the street where he stood.

Those watching began to move anxiously away, millennia of instinct insisting that the predator posed an imminent threat. Others, distracted by ads or calls, soon caught on and joined the rush away from dragon’s imminent arrival. Harry stood fast on the footpath.

The dragon landed with a crash, cracks appearing where its claws dug into the road. It swung around and roared a warning at the remaining people, reminding them of its position at the top of the food chain, claiming the territory and all the prey within as its own. An ad appeared from nowhere right in front of the dragon, a resident of an individual point of view pulled into the collective consciousness, made real by the dragon’s magic for the sole purpose of feeding its insatiable hunger.

It truly was a thing of beauty. Harry took note of the details of its construction, the visible layers of keratin that made up its claws, the folding of great muscles that angled scales and revealed the pink flesh beneath, golden eyes disappearing behind twin lids with every blink. Yuri had brought to life a creature constructed from the fabled pieces of our subconscious fears and set it free in an informational universe of human intellect. His dragon was an eighth-day miracle willed into being by its genius creator.

Harry felt no fear as he watched the dragon stalk his prey. He stepped out onto the road, approaching the beast’s forequarter with an unjustifiable boldness, the creature transformed from nightmare to masterpiece as he saw past the teeth and claws and spikes and was gifted the revelation of its true nature. The dragon, at first focused solely on its meal, sniffed the air and turned its enormous head towards Harry. It roared a warning for the human to cease, the rancid scent of its breath arriving as the beads of saliva flew past Harry’s head.

Harry halted but did not withdraw. The beast roared again, this time pulling his head closer to Harry, clearly unwilling to allow this tiny creature near. Its mouth opened to Harry’s full height, the fearsome arsenal within unambiguously displayed. Harry smiled back, marvelling at the detail, a serene calmness allowing him to take in the dragon’s magnificence all at once. He walked forward, hand outstretched, to touch the creature’s nose.

The dragon withdrew its head as contact was about to be made, preserving the illusion of solidity and giving itself time to think of a solution to the persistent human. The algorithms within its constructed mind fought for supremacy as it evaluated the unanticipated nuisance, its tactic of terror failing to achieve the desired result. In the end its base instincts were victorious, and it struck at Harry once again, the dragon’s roar this time accompanied by fire.

The fire washed around Harry, blue and red and yellow flame engulfing him before leaping from his clothes. He raised his arms in reflexed anticipation of a heat which never arrived, the discordant sensory inputs insisting on a response despite his mind’s clear understanding of his circumstances. The fire’s wind roared past his ears, yet his hair remained in place. For all its beauty the dragon was incomplete, an approximation of a being, merely the most beautiful illusion in this illusionary world.

Confused, the dragon reared up on its hind legs, beat its wings and set off into the sky. It screeched as it climbed, as if it were trying to reclaim something lost during its encounter on the ground.

Harry stared at his arm as the last of the flames died out. He set off to the pub knowing that he was ready to face anything.

 

Vic was already there when Harry arrived, seated in a booth in the back corner of the bar, studying an untouched beer. He looked up as Harry walked in and sent him a message.

I have a beer coming for you, what are you having?

Something strong and dark, just not that flowery shit you ordered last time.

Got it.

The waitress arrived as Harry sat down opposite his friend. She handed Harry the drink and walked away; he spilled part of it onto the wooden table as he clumsily placed it on ledge on the back wall.

‘You been on it already, have you?’ Vic asked.

‘Nah, just the kind of day I’ve had. Leave it, it’s not going anywhere.’ He took a long drink and placed his beer down again, this time securely on the table in front of him.

‘So, what’s been happening?’

‘Not a lot, just normal stuff, work and the like.’

Harry was looking away from Vic as he spoke, facing towards the bar. He tapped his finger loudly on the table twice and ran his finger through the spilled beer making the shape of an X.

‘I see,’ Vic said.

‘Yeah, just thinking about Hannah and asking her to marry me and all. I’ve had a crazy last few days, I’ll fill you in some other time, but I suppose it puts into perspective the rest of my life and what I’ve got going for me. I just need someone to talk through the issues with I think.’

As he spoke he touched the puddle of beer once again, using his wet finger spell out the words help me on a dry part of the table, the letters coming into momentary existence before almost immediately succumbing to surface tension and evaporation, leaving just a smudge behind. The whole time he kept his vision away from Vic and the booth they were both occupying.

‘I’m happy to help you in any way I can.’

‘I knew you would be.’ Harry breathed a sigh of relief. ‘You know those ads I was telling you about, the jeweller who has been trying to convince me that it’s time to ask Hannah to marry me? Well I’ve been a bit rude to him these past few days and dismissed the ads, kind of writing him off. But I was thinking, what if he is right? Maybe it is time to ask Hannah to marry me. I know I love her, but what if the ad is wrong and it just stuffs things up more?’

Extort. Meeting.

‘I won’t lie to you Harry, it’s a very serious thing, and something that could have big consequences. But you need to proceed how your gut tells you to proceed. I can’t tell you what you need to do because I don’t know what’s going on in your head. Or hers.’

‘I know. I suppose the main thing is that I’m totally wrapped up in her and I think I am going to ask her. There is of course every chance that she might say no and I’m getting ahead of myself, but you know that if she did say yes, I’d want you to be standing up there with me as my best man, if you’re interested.’

Dealer. Drugs.

‘Of course, that’s something I’d be very interested in, Harry. And I’m delighted that you decided to come to me with this. When do you think you’d be having it? And where? I’ve got leave planned later on but it’s nothing I can’t reschedule for you.’

‘I don’t know at this stage, I suppose I’m going to have to let the other person involved decide!’ They both laughed, Harry glancing back at his friend. ‘I think that on this one it’s easier, and safer, to stay as flexible as possible.’

9?

‘Yeah, that’s generally my approach for these kinds of things. From my perspective, I think you’re very much ready, it’s just about whether you’ve got the guts to go through with it. If you do, and it is your choice, know that I will be there to support you one hundred per cent.’

‘I think so, I think I will. It makes it a lot easier knowing that I’ve got you with me. Thank you so much.’

Harry turned back to face his friend.

‘My pleasure, always.’ Vic raised his glass, and Harry followed.

The men sat in silence, both looking down at their drinks, hunched over in relief now that the important conversation was over. Harry’s aug would have picked up the movement of his hand, but the sloppiness of his movements as he traced messy letters in the near-forgotten skill of his childhood meant that it would be unlikely to detect that he was sending Vic a secret message. It would probably put it down to a nervous doodling. And that was what he so desperately needed to do—to get a message to his friend while keeping his augmentor, and the man who had hijacked it, in the dark. A minute passed before Vic spoke again.

‘Oh, I meant to tell you, I have a friend from work coming to join us. He’s a good guy, someone I’ve known for a while, a techie just like you. I think you’d get along.’

‘You know me, I’m always up for meeting new people. Besides, I’m going to have to leave you in a few hours, it’s good that you’ll have someone to keep you company.’

‘I’ll make sure he gets here before you have to leave,’ Vic said.

 

Vic insisted on ordering the drinks, filling Harry up with what he suspected were very light or even non-alcoholic beers, using his decision to ask Hannah to marry him as an excuse to foot the bill. Harry would have normally objected but he was in Vic’s professional sphere and knew it was best to let him do his job. He assumed it was because Vic suspected that Harry’s aug had been compromised, but there was no way to know.

‘Oh, I forgot to tell you. You remember that chick Adam hooked up with last week? He’s been out with her three times since.’

‘That has to be some sort of record.’

Vic laughed. ‘Yeah, almost. Maybe the thought of you getting ads for marriage has finally slapped the manwhore out of him.’

‘Well I hope it works out for him. It’s funny, I think I was living vicariously through him when he was always meeting women and getting laid, but now I wonder if he was the one who was missing out.’

‘I had the same thought the other day. He’ll do his thing though, in his own time.’

‘Wouldn’t have it any other way.’

‘Seriously Harry, I do think you’re doing the right thing with Hannah. She’s smart, smoking, stylish, shockingly charming and has a dynamite career in front of her. You’re lucky she’s not my type.’

‘Too much flesh and blood you mean?’

‘Yeah. Plus, I don’t like having anyone second-guessing my decisions.’

‘The funny thing is she never judges, never puts pressure on me unless she believes it’s for my own good. She lets me know if something is a big deal to her of course, but for the most part she just lets me get on with being me. So when she does speak up, I know to listen to what she has to say.’

‘That’s a good sign.’ Vic went silent for a while. ‘You know me, I’m solitary by nature, always have been. You’re about the only person I’ve been able to stand living with. It suits me to live with Judy, to have that kind of relationship, even though I know it’s not real. It is the right thing for me.’

‘Well I’ve pretty much always said that.’

‘I know, and I know you have. But, honestly, I do envy what you and Hannah have together. I know that there’s nothing out there for me like that, and I know it’s because deep down I’m kind of an asshole and can’t compromise enough to do the whole relationship thing. I wouldn’t be happy chasing your version of domestic bliss, either. At the same time though, I know that I’m never going to get what you have with Hannah, the highs and the lows, the shared challenges and victories. I suppose Brandon is enough challenge for my life, especially with the job and all. I dunno, I suppose I’m just getting sentimental.’

‘That’s ok dude, I understand.’ This time it was Harry’s turn to let the silence linger. ‘I know you, probably as well as anyone, and I know you’re kind of weird and twisted. But you’re a good person. And I’m glad to have you in my life.’

Vic nodded to his friend. Something caught his attention, and he stood up and waved across the bar, a man in a grey striding over to the booth where the other two men were sitting.

‘Harry, this is Nate,’ he said.

‘Hey, Harry, good to meet you,’ Nate said. He leant over to shake Harry’s hand, Harry half rising to meet him. As their palms met, Harry felt a sticky disk adhere to his palm. It tingled as it went to work, dissolving and fading as the substance sunk into the skin, Nate holding the grip for longer than social convention demanded, until Harry could no longer feel anything out of the ordinary. He winked as he broke contact, a disarming and reassuring gesture shared between the two men.

‘Likewise,’ Harry replied.

‘Can I get you a beer?’ Vic asked. ‘I’m buying tonight, it’s a special occasion for Harry.’

‘I won’t say no to that. How about you, Harry? Yours is looking kinda empty.’

‘I would love to, but I actually have to head off, I’ve got somewhere I have to be.’

‘Yeah, all good pal. I’ll be sure to keep an eye out for you then.’ Nate winked at him again as Harry left the booth and headed for the door.
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Harry had never noticed the tree that grew across the street from O’Malley’s. He supposed it was because he was always drunk when he left, and when he arrived he was coming from the other direction, the view obstructed by a building. But today he saw it; an apple tree, just growing out of the middle of the concrete path.

There was still some time before he had to meet Sheri, so he walked over to examine the oddity in detail. Despite being barely two metres tall it had the appearance of being old, discoloured leaves and undersized fruit suggesting a sickness and decay that was almost never seen in the city where everything could be perfect and new. He ran his hand over it and was disappointed to discover that the tree was an augmented object, the familiar feeling of cold concrete giving away its true nature. Still, it was fascinating.

The knotted bark had been sliced away in sections, the designer’s detail including the vandals’ touch, a throwback to a less orderly age where property could still be meaningfully damaged. There were words as well, mostly initials and hearts, carved into a flat part of the tree where a branch had been cut. The lovers’ declarations included one at the top which drew his eye, HB 4 KS, Harry and Hannah’s initials.

As he looked further he saw more familiar names, Judy loves Vic. Then Brian & Kelly, his parents’ names. More and more couples who matched those from his real-life, childhood friends, relatives, important people in his life. They all circled the edge of the sawn-off branch, the text in the middle in full focus.

I will follow you wherever you go.

It was a message. Vic was following him from a distance, probably using whatever was put inside him during his meeting with Nate at the bar.

Harry forced his attention away from the graffiti and circled the tree. The message would be difficult for anyone apart from he and Vic to decode, but he knew that Mick could probably see everything that Harry’s aug was processing in real time. If he dwelled for too long on any one item, it could draw Mick’s attention. So he looked at the spotted apples, a broken twig, a messy nest on a low branch, until he was satisfied that he’d increased the sensory noise sufficiently.

He set off with more confidence before moderating his pace. If he wanted to get away with this deception of both his blackmailer and his own aug, he needed to keep up the appearance of normality, to control his emotions and move normally through the city. But then, the thought, that normality could be suspicious as well. Surely he, on his way to meet a man with almost total control over his future, would be nervous and fretful. It then occurred to Harry that it was moot, and that years of living with a mask had left him with so little control over his own emotional tells that the wouldn’t be able to deceive anyone. Harry hoped at least that his internal confusion would leave Mick as clueless as he was.

A woman popped up in front of him. After a second take he realised it was Judy, Vic’s augmented android life partner, nearly unrecognisable with her long blond hair slicked back in a ponytail. She wore long black boots, a short blue skirt and an undersized white t-shirt with a V in the middle, her heavy makeup contrasting severely with the natural look she maintained in the home.

She placed an insubstantial arm over Harry’s shoulder. ‘Hey there, Harry. Have you thought about life insurance for yourself and Hannah?’

‘No, I can’t say that I have.’

‘Well then, perhaps after this you’ll realise that you should.’

Music started playing, the sultry, bass-led instrumental animating Judy as she swayed her way away from Harry. She raised her hands above her head and clicked her fingers in time with a break in the music, six other dancers appearing at her side, all dressed the same, facing Harry in a line. As the music started up again, the women moved, their hips shaking before they dropped low to the ground, thrusting and driving into the pavement, rising back to their feet and pairing off, Judy left alone in the middle. She raised her hands and clicked again, the dancers freezing as the music stopped. They were perfectly still, eyes set clearly on one another, hands pressed in the lightest of touches, captured at the moment of suggestive anticipation but as yet uncommitted to the act. Judy walked back towards Harry and the music started up again.

‘For the unexpected moments in life, Harry, trust Victory Life Insurance.’ She held her fingers over her head and clicked again. The dancers came back to life. ‘When you want to talk to us about our comprehensive range of life-insurance products, just click your fingers. We’ll be there quick smart to take care of you at your moment of need.’

She turned and walked back to the group, the women forming up on either side, linking arms as they faded away from Harry in unison. Judy lifted her left arm and clicked, and with that the dancers were gone.

It wasn’t the oddest ad that Harry had endured but it was a strange way to sell insurance. Still, the message beneath was clear.

The ads along the rest of the route to the café were less obtrusive, the occasional reminder that an ad was ‘keeping an eye on you’ or was ‘happy to see you!’ the only suggestion that the ads were being manipulated by his friend. He didn’t dismiss any of them just in case they had something important to say. But as the café came into sight he realised that he was now on his own. Sheri watched him approach from a distance, spotting him first.

‘You feel kinda bummed, Harry,’ she said. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing, just a rough day.’

‘Let me guess. This meeting wasn’t your idea?’

Harry said nothing. It was his flinch that gave him away.

‘Right. Well, it happens to all of us eventually, I just didn’t expect it this soon. But I can tell you, get through it and you’ll have proven yourself to him. After that he’s a valuable ally.’

‘After this I plan to never see him again.’ He clenched his fists and tensed his arms.

‘That feels better. I didn’t think you had rage in you, Harry. Your call on the never seeing him again, but maybe think it through first.’

Harry stewed silently.

‘Well, we may as well get going, same gig as last time, you let me take control and we’ll be on our away.’

Harry’s aug gave permission to Sheri as he nodded. His world collapsed inwards, the extent of his awareness shrinking as Sheri took his arm and guided him, near blind and deaf, through the city. She held him closer this time, the warmth of her body against his upper arm providing the smallest of comforts.

‘That bad huh?’ she said. ‘Look, Harry, I know it probably seems like the end of the world, but this is just one night. My advice is to get through it and then make the most of whatever presents itself from here on in. Mick made me do some things I wasn’t comfortable with early on, but I got through it, and now I’m one of his people. If you want, we can get together tomorrow and swap stories.’

‘Yeah, maybe,’ Harry said. He was counting his steps in his head, trying to guess where he might be going. If all else failed tonight he could at least pass that information on to Vic.

‘And who knows? Maybe now that I’ve seen this different side of you we might be able to catch up properly. I know you’re thinking about it, even now. No blush, Harry? You are full of surprises tonight.’

He was relieved when she stopped talking. On any other night he would have felt deep satisfaction at denying Sheri the pleasure of his embarrassment, but tonight he could only feel anger towards Mick. It occurred to him that this was for the best as the empath could have probably detected his smugness.

‘Harry, pull up here a moment, will you.’ Sheri dragged him up against a wall. Harry guessed that he was in an alleyway. ‘If you go in there like this Mick will tear you apart. I know him, and if he’s dragging you back after a couple of days, he’s desperate for whatever you have. And no, don’t tell me, I do not want to know. You need to get yourself under control. His emotion-detection apps are second rate, at least compared to mine, but if you go in there flaming like you are then you may not come out. Seriously, calm yourself.’

‘Yeah, ok. Aug, meditation please.’

Harry’s aug, neglected for the evening as he tried his best to keep it ignorant, talked him through his meditation. ‘Harry, I need you to calm yourself. Breathe a little more deeply, a little more slowly, and slow your mind. I want you to close your eyes, and to breathe in to the count of four, hold for two seconds, and breathe out to the count of four. In two three four, hold two, out two three four.’

Harry felt himself relax as the familiar voice of his aug guided him back to calmness. Even co-opted it obeyed its master, understanding his needs and pursuing his interests better than any person ever could. He wondered whether it knew that Mick had control of so many of its functions. It was possible that part of the deception was that it clouded the aug’s awareness of the interference, deleting memories of intrusion or somehow blinding the aug to Mick’s malicious activities.

Of course, it was difficult to say how intelligent the augs really were. There were those who believed that they had an intelligence of their own, at least as smart as their human hosts, and there was some evidence that they took on personalities as they grew. Others argued that their unthinking devotion to their human diminished them, at least in their status as agents, instead describing them as computationally brilliant but incapable of ever attaining personhood. The consequences of their programming would likely limit them forever.

If Harry had to decide, he’d come down on the side of augs as thinking beings, at least as intelligent as a talking dog. The fact that they were limited didn’t mean that they weren’t worthy of respect. Perhaps it was different for the augs serving people like Sheri. She had broken the shackles of her aug and set it free, gifting it the hardware and software to make it more than it should have ever been.

Sheri took his arm again and they started walking, Harry keeping his eyes closed, following the woman wherever she led. For all her abruptness he couldn’t help liking Sheri. She was the freest person Harry had ever met, unchained by convention as she made her own way, augmenting herself to fully become the person she knew she was inside.

Harry wondered what a fully realised version of himself would look like. His carefully paced life had taken him through childhood unscathed into a successful tertiary education and had set him onto an enviable corporate trajectory. But he had hobbies where there should have been passions, things where there should have been products of his own creation, distractions where there should have been constructive use of his gifts to achieve his own desires. There were human connections of course, to Hannah and friends and his family, but they were shaped by the environment he inhabited. Every interaction was mapped and logged and measured by something other than himself. His worthiness as a consumer was measured by the telco, his popularity by his social media presence, his status by his relative position in a vague social hierarchy where you could change title every two years so long as the overall trajectory was always upwards. When it came down to it, there was very little that he wanted that he hadn’t been told to want.

Harry could never be like Sheri. Her freedom wasn’t a consequence of the things that she’d invented and put in her head—it was a mindset that the hardware merely augmented. At best he could spend his time imitating the passions of others, flitting between obsessions, every failure bringing him closer to the realisation that his attempts at authenticity and uniqueness were succeeding only in proving how conventional he really was.

Perhaps that was what Huang had detected. Harry with his good grades and good job and attractive girlfriend, one half of a high-achieving couple whose poster could be nailed to the city gates as a promise to newcomers. Come all and see civilisation at its peak. Work hard and you too can have what Harry has. Listen to me, Harry, follow the path and marry Hannah, or you’ll lose what you have.

Here in his bubble, his world extending no further than his outstretched arms, Harry Bo realised how little of himself there really was. The best he could hope for was to shine with the reflected glow of people like Sheri.

‘Nearly there,’ she said. ‘You’ve gone all sullen on me, Harry. It’s not going to be that bad, give him what he wants, get what you need from him, then it’s over.’

‘I know,’ he replied with a sigh. He realised that he’d lost count of his steps many minutes ago.

His view opened up as the corridor appeared. Harry made more of an effort to note the details of the building as he was guided through, the old yellow wallpaper peeling from the walls, the carpet, of all things, stained and worn through in parts. The building was outside the normal space of the city, a relic of the past, somehow ignored by the department of housing.

Mick was standing when Harry arrived, facing away from him, carefully examining a stone bust of some unknown figure. He didn’t acknowledge Harry straight away, and Harry had no interest in speaking to his blackmailer. It was Sheri who spoke up first.

‘Hey, Mick, we’re here.’

Mick held up a hand but didn’t turn around. Instead, he placed his hands tightly behind his back, containing them as he sought to minimise any movement that would reveal his state of mind. He moved between his collection of things, at times picking items up and turning them in front of his face, before setting them down and moving on.

‘I don’t need to be able to read emotions to know what you’re doing,’ Harry said.

‘Oh, and what is that?’

‘You’re trying to act unconcerned, like you’re in control, and put me at a disadvantage. But I can tell that you’re not in control. If you were, you wouldn’t have asked me here tonight.’

‘Harry, stop,’ Sheri said, grabbing his arm.

‘No, he’s right,’ Mick said, sighing. ‘It’s like I told you before, Harry, I don’t want to do this. And in a way it’s my fault, and yours too, that this happened. Once my associates discovered that I had someone in my client list who had your access they called in a number of favours. So I called you and asked for a favour also. Unfortunately, you did not respond in the appropriate manner.’

‘I thought this was a reciprocal arrangement? I offer you something, you offer something in return, no obligations either way.’

‘Oh, Harry, but I did offer you something. You simply made an error in judgement by deciding that you weren’t interested in the deal. So I insisted.’

‘You’re blackmailing me.’

‘I insisted. You did not respond politely.’

Mick sat down behind his desk. He held his head in his hands, fingers running through his hair as he growled to himself.

‘Do you have what I asked for?’ Mick asked.

‘Yeah, I have it. It’s here, in my aug.’ Harry tapped his head.

‘Ok, then hand it over. You’ll see a device in this room, Mick’sDungeon, all one word. Send it there.’

Harry sent the file. Mick attempted to open it.

‘I need the encryption key as well. It’s no good to me like this.’

‘I need some assurances first. Like what happens after tonight.’

‘Ok, Harry, what do you want?’ Mick’s head was back in his hands.

‘First, I want you to get this bug out of my head. And to delete the recordings you have.’

‘You’re a pig, Mick,’ Sheri said. ‘It was a first meeting, that wasn’t necessary. Plus you’re meant to tell me, or at least pay me, when you use my code.’

‘Whatever. Sure, I’ll do that for you when I get the key. Sheri can confirm that it’s out, she wrote it after all.’

‘What about the recordings?’

‘No one is going to see them, Harry, and no one would care anyhow. You’re just two people fucking in what’s frankly a pretty boring recording. I mean, your eyes are closed most of the time. If people want to see this sort of thing they just need to join a sharing forum, most people give it away for kicks.’

‘Whatever. After that I want the other software you gave me out as well.’ He looked over at Sheri. ‘Yours as well. I want to go back to a baseline build with only authorised apps.’

‘I’ll take care of that, Harry,’ Sheri said.

‘Yeah, what she said.’ Mick dismissed the request with a wave of his hand.

‘Finally, I don’t want you to ever contact me again.’

‘That’s not going to be a problem. After this there is nothing more that I need from you.’

A thickly built man entered the room from a door at the back of the office. He was holding a piece of electronic equipment in his hand roughly the size of Harry’s shoe.

‘What’s up?’ Mick asked the man.

‘Sensors picked something up. Just taking a closer look.’

Mick nodded his head. The man scanned the room as he went, first focusing on Mick’s desk, before making his way over to Harry.

‘Boss, there’s some sort of low-frequency emission coming from this fella,’ he said.

‘What does that mean? Is his aug connecting?’

‘Nah, it’s jammed like everyone else in here. But this, it might just cut through. It’s a low-bandwidth digital signal, can’t tell the content, it’s encrypted.’

‘Where is it coming from exactly?’ Mick stood.

‘It’s in his whole body, in his blood. I think I know what this is, it’s a tracer.’

‘Grab him,’ Mick said, launching over the desk at Harry.

The burly man grabbed Harry’s left arm and pulled him down onto the ground, twisting his arm behind his back as he held him securely. Mick knelt down and pressed his face close to Harry’s.

‘Now tell me, lad, did you do this on purpose?’

‘Fuck off,’ Harry said. ‘Someone put a patch on me.’

‘Let’s see.’ Mick’s eyes, unhidden without a broadcast mask, flickered as he viewed something in his own mind. ‘The man at the bar, who is he?’

‘Vic, my friend from university.’ Harry groaned with pain as his captor lay on his back.

‘And the other one, the man who came later?’

‘A friend of his, I had never met him before tonight. I felt something when I shook his hand, it must have been then that he put something in me.’

‘You’re not lying,’ Mick said. ‘But I also suspect that you haven’t given me the whole truth. Tek, run their faces.’

There was silence before the man on top of Harry spoke. ‘Yeah, I recognise them. The second one is named Nate, he’s a tech operative, state security. The other one might be an analyst, not too sure.’

‘Oh, Harry, you didn’t,’ Sheri said. Harry heard her footsteps as she ran out of the building.

‘Let her go,’ Mick said. ‘And get this one to the theatre. We’re going to have to rip it out of him.’

Harry kicked his legs as he was dragged through the office. One struck the leg of the man named Tek and he received a smack in the face as punishment. His aug, registering the assault, attempted to send out a request for assistance. It was jammed by the equipment in the office.

Another two men appeared and grabbed Harry’s legs. They carried him through a series of rooms lit by buzzing lights, the yellowing tiled ceilings the only thing visible to Harry. The rooms smelled of chemicals, the soles of his abductor’s shoes squeaking against the floor. He was thrown down on a padded bed, his arms and legs held down as they were strapped, leaving him immobile.

Harry thrashed in his restraints, his head the only part of his body still mobile, and he screamed for help.

‘They can’t help you now, Harry,’ Mick said.

Harry clicked his fingers. He could only hope that Vic and his team was waiting outside and would be there to rescue him.

‘They’re coming, you motherfucker, and when they do, you’re finished,’ Harry yelled.

‘Get him ready.’

Harry’s head was held down as a metal halo slid down over it. Stinging pain erupted in a dozen points in his skull as drills began pressing into his flesh, the smell of burning skin and hair assaulting him as he screamed in pain.

‘Harry, you are in great danger,’ his aug said. ‘I recommend cooperating with these people.’

‘I’ll give you the key, I’ll give you the key. Aug, do it!’ Harry said out loud. His aug, hearing the command transferred the file.

Mick leant over Harry. ‘Thank you, Harry. Still, I’ve decided that I need to take your aug, just to figure out exactly what you have been up to.’ He turned to a masked man visible in Harry’s peripheral vision. ‘Rip it out.’

Harry felt the drills again, the pressure building as they went to work on his skull. He screamed.

‘Harry, I want you to listen to the sound of my voice,’ his aug said. ‘You need to stay calm, to stay focused on me and not what’s going on around you. Breathe deeply and try not to focus on the pain.’ The sound of the drill went silent, the vibration in his head and the pain the only thing reminding him that the halo was still at work. ‘I believe help is on its way. Unfortunately, I have already detected an intrusion into my main cluster and don’t know how long I will be able to stay online.’ The smell of burning flesh and bone disappeared as Harry’s augmented sense of smell was destroyed. ‘Be assured that you will recover from this, your biological brain is resilient and will heal when you are rescued.’ Harry’s vision faded to black, the pain his only remaining link to the outside world. ‘Thank you, Harry. It has been a pleasure.’

His aug’s final act was to break open the vial of sedative it held deep in his brain in case of major malfunction. It went to work before Harry could form the words for his reply.
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Hannah was sitting in a chair beside his bed. Harry could see her bloodshot eyes moving rapidly, reading something only she could see.

‘Hey babe,’ he croaked.

‘Oh my god, Harry, you’re awake!’ She grabbed his hand and held it tight. ‘And you can hear me, right?’

‘Yeah, I can hear you. Just tired I think.’

Harry faded back to sleep as Hannah went to find help.

 

The next time Harry woke it was dark. He briefly opened his eyes to a featureless room before closing them again.

‘Time,’ he whispered.

There was no response. He came to alertness abruptly as he remembered—the visit to Mick, being dragged off, the pain and the doctors.

‘Aug, time please.’ He spoke louder this time. Again, there was no response. ‘Aug, status.’

The room brightened as a door opened, a nurse walking into the room.

‘Hi, Harry,’ he said. ‘It’s not time for you to wake up yet, I’m going to have to help you back to sleep.’

As the command was spoken a sedative was pushed through the intravenous cannula in his arm.

 

There were voices this time; Hannah and a man he didn’t know, speaking softly, just beyond the range of his hearing. His eyelids resisted as he opened them.

‘It’s ok, I’m awake,’ he said drowsily.

Hannah rushed over to him and took his hand again. The man, dressed in greys, came over more slowly.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

‘Tired. Who are you and where am I?’

‘You’re in hospital, Harry. I’m Doctor Davis, and I’ve been looking after you since you came in.’

‘How long have I been here?’

‘Three nights. But I want to say this straight up, you’re fine now, Harry. You have no permanent brain damage that we can see, and from our interactions just now it appears as though you have full sensory function.’

‘My aug, it isn’t working.’

‘Harry, your aug was ripped out of your head by those men. Frankly we’re lucky they had such a high level of skill. We’ve had to repair the physical damage and restore your natural senses by bypassing the nerves your aug interfaced with.’

‘Can you fix it?’

‘It’ll take some time for your body to heal, but yes, and when you’re better we can put a new augmentor in. You’re a good consumer and the telco has already put you ahead on the waiting list for new hardware. Plus, I believe there are some government types who owe you a favour.’

‘Owe him more than that,’ Hannah interjected.

‘Quite probably. But, Harry, don’t worry about any of that for now. You’re alive, your brain is functioning, and you will recover from this. You need to focus on your recovery and leave the details for later.’

‘Tell me at least that they got them.’

‘Yes, Harry, they arrested them all. Rest assured that you’ve shut them down for good.’

 

Hannah had spent the morning by his bedside. For most of the past three days she’d been there, sleeping in a spare room set aside for relatives, her life on hold while Harry lay unconscious in his bed. Harry could see her fatigue, the product of her expended emotion, her reaction to the situation he had caused.

In the early afternoon he suggested that she go home, and while she made the appearance of resisting, she quickly relented. It was obvious that he was out of danger and there was nothing her continued presence could achieve. He hoped she had gone home to sleep.

The hospital had provided him with lunch. They had prepared a meal using special preppers, colour and flavour added to the usual beige shapes so that it approached something palatable for children or the otherwise unaugmented. Harry tried to force it down but found himself unable to do so, despite his hunger. It was by far the blandest thing he could remember eating.

They had also given him a tablet which he could use to interface with the AugNet. He’d asked them if they could provide him with goggles like those worn by pre-augmentation children, but they told him that it would be impossible due to the swelling around the holes Mick’s doctors had drilled into his skull. It would have to do for now.

‘Tablet,’ he said, ‘Give me the news. See if there’s anything about my situation.’

‘Please be more specific. Which situation are you referring to?’

‘Geez, I don’t know, the reason I’m in the hospital bed.’

‘I do not have that information. Why are you in the hospital bed?’

‘Alright, tablet, let’s do this the old-fashioned way. Search for any references to Harry Bo, to the arrest of a criminal named Mick, or the Ministry of State Security arresting a drug and unregistered or illegal applications dealer. Go back three days.’

Several reports showed up on the tiny tablet. Harry held it close to his face to read them, moving his eyes until he focused on the report he was interested in before blinking. The tablet did not respond.

‘How do I open the article?’ he asked.

‘Simply press on the screen with your finger.’

‘Right,’ he muttered. ‘I should have figured that out I suppose.’ He touched the article and it opened for him to read.

The details were vague, the short report simply stating that officers had arrested five men involved with drug dealing and illegal augmentor modifications following a tip-off from the public. That meant that Sheri had gotten away. For some reason Harry was happy that she’d managed to avoid being entangled in this mess, her only sin being to help Harry to get what he wanted. He wondered what she was doing now.

‘Can I make calls on this?’

‘Yes.’

‘Right. Tablet, call Vic.’

‘Can I have a full name please?’

‘Ugh. Vic Berton. You’ll find him in my close contact list.’

‘Harry, I don’t have your close contact list.’

Until that point the loss of his aug had been an inconvenience, the various devices around the room responding to his voice commands, albeit with less efficiency than he was accustomed. But now he realised that his aug was gone, and the data it held had gone too. His extended mind, his second memory, social organiser, content filter, communications manager, counsellor, companion and interface to the great informational expanse that was the AugNet, was dead. He was going to have to make do on his own, at least for the time being.

Harry finally broke. He began sobbing in his empty room, the stress and fear and grief of the past few days finding expression in an uncontrollable emotional outpouring. He held a pillow to his face to muffle the sound.

 

‘Tablet, do a search for all people in the city named Victor Berton, and return their images. I’ll select the person who I want you to call from the list.’

The tablet complied. Three male faces appeared in front of him, his Vic the top of the list.

‘The top one, call him please.’ Harry pressed the image with his finger so that the tablet knew for certain which person he wanted to call. The call connected in seconds.

‘Harry!’ Vic said. ‘I heard that you were awake, how are you?’

‘I’m ok. Still sore, still adjusting and all, but apparently I’m going to be fine.’

‘That’s fantastic. I can’t tell you how relieved I am.’

‘Yeah, me too.’ He paused for a long moment. ‘Vic, what happened in there? They haven’t told me anything.’

‘Well, we got them, just a little later than we would have liked, you know, for your sake. To the team’s credit they made it to you within three minutes of the distress signal being sent, after you clicked your fingers, it was just that they’d already done so much damage to your aug that it was unsalvageable. But we got there before they did any real bodily damage at least, and from what I’m told you will recover.’

‘Yeah, that’s what they tell me too.’

This time they were both silent.

‘We’re going to look after you, Harry. The government that is. The official story is that you came to me with a tip-off and that I encouraged you to work as an informant. Apart from a few of my higher-ups that’s the story that we’re putting out to anyone who feels like they need to know what happened. It’s also what I told Hannah.’

‘How did she react?’

‘Well, she threatened to castrate me if I came anywhere near you, so you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t come by for another visit.’

Harry laughed for the first time all day. ‘That sounds about right.’

‘Yeah. I stand by what I said earlier, she’s definitely a keeper.’

‘I think you’re probably right.’ Harry moved the tablet so that its camera couldn’t see him, tears welling up again. ‘Just tell me, was it worth it?’

‘Harry, it was the biggest bust of the year. We’ll be chasing down his associates for months. And we estimate that there were hundreds of people out there using his products. You’ve saved an enormous amount of grief.’

‘I hope so. I have to go, Vic, talk again later.’

Harry ended the call before his friend could see him break down again.

 

‘I’m sure you know it already, Harry, you’re a smart guy, but you’ll continue to have these emotional outpourings over the coming weeks.’

His psychologist Katie sat opposite the small table between them, slightly offset, in a room with a real window looking over a grassed square in the middle of the hospital. It made sense he supposed, this small piece of real greenery maintained for the ill, those like himself who were unable to use their augs during recovery. The furniture had real colour as well, the deep chairs covered in light-blue fabric.

‘It’s a perfectly natural response to grief,’ the counsellor continued. ‘You had someone take your power away, and he had no right to do so. It’s not your fault that this happened to you.’

Harry nodded in a manner he hoped would appear thoughtful. Still, his eyes were drawn to the world out the window, the grass square, and he wondered when he would be able to go out there.

‘It’s important for you to allow these emotions to come out, to process them over coming days. You’ve been through an enormous trauma and you need to give yourself time to come to terms with it.’

Harry sat silently.

‘We won’t go any further today, but I’ll be seeing you every second day until you discharge.’

 

The visitors had started to arrive, relatives, friends and colleagues, all at a loss as to how to deal with their newly disabled friend.

Nigel was among the wellwishers.

‘Honestly, Harry, you’ve got as long as you need to get better. The higher-ups have been getting calls from the government types telling them what you did for them. You’re some sort of hero.’

‘Well hopefully I’ll be back at work soon,’ Harry said.

‘Yeah, hopefully,’ Nigel said. ‘Oh, and one more thing, but you can’t tell anyone I told you, ok?’

‘Sure.’

‘Well you know those emotional models you built? For all the attendees at the event?’

‘Geez, that seems like a lifetime ago.’

‘Yeah, I can imagine. It took a while to work through it all, but we got a hit. I can’t tell you who it is, we’ve all been sworn to secrecy and it’s out of our hands now anyhow, but keep an eye out for the news. And when it breaks, Harry, know that it was you who cracked it.’

 

There was a man standing on a levee, fishing in a stream flowing below. He was wearing a straw hat. But when the gas moved off Harry saw that the stream was an industrial outlet pipe, the blue sky replaced by black smoke, the green fields replaced with tall dark towers.

The others there couldn’t see through the gas. They were addicted to it. It made them compliant to the demands of their overlords and made them see what they were told to see. But somehow here Harry was resistant. And he knew how the gas worked.

He was in one of the towers, standing in a well-lit corridor with dozens of other people, lined up for processing. Harry knew that if he stayed here he would be reprogrammed.

The other people were gone, and he was in a room standing next to a suit of armour. There was a person in the armour, but they were invisible. Harry raised the sword he had in his hand and forced it through the hole at the top of the armour, piercing the invisible skin until the person faded back into visibility. It was a man, a conquistador, and as he thrust his sword deeper, a torrent of red blood erupted upwards.

Harry ran along the corridor, but now he looked like one of the overlords. They couldn’t detect him dressed as he was, and it allowed him to attack them from behind. They also didn’t know that he was resistant to the gas. The first one was dressed in a spacesuit and held a gun that shot white balls. Harry stabbed him in the back and took his gun.

With the gun in hand, his escape became easier. The next two were shot. Then he came across another, crawling towards him with no legs. Harry stomped on his head.

He knelt, grabbing the legless man by his hair. Harry smashed the man’s skull into the concrete floor, again and again and again, until his head cracked open and his brain started to flow out.

 

‘I’ve been having violent dreams.’

‘Is that something that’s normal for you?’

‘No. I mean, occasionally, but these are different, more vivid. And in colour.’

‘Could you explain them to me?’

‘No, I don’t really want to. I mean, I only kind of remember what is happening.’

‘It’s your brain processing the events, trying to reconcile what’s happening to you. It’s your subconscious trying to take back the power you lost during the attack. It is perfectly natural, and you can’t judge yourself for having them. It is in no way a statement of you as a person.’

‘How long will it last?’

‘Hard to say. But it will diminish with time.’

Harry nodded and stared at the green grass out the window.

 

Doctor Davis’s hands probed the wounds on Harry’s skull, and he flinched slightly with pain at every touch.

‘Sorry, Harry, but I have to check the swelling. Some things can’t be left to a scanner.’

‘Yeah, it’s ok. I understand.’

Hannah’s face was wrinkled with sympathetic pain as she watched the doctor go to work. She squeezed Harry’s hand every time he flinched, a secondary axis of pain meeting up with the first and somehow cancelling it out, if only momentarily. He looked over to her and smiled as best he could.

‘It’s healing well, better than expected. I should say that you’re doing great job.’

‘When can I leave?’

‘Not yet, Harry. It’s probably going to be another week or so, at least. We need to make sure there are no infections; we don’t know what they were using when they went in. So far you’re doing well, but we need to make sure that you stay that way.’

Harry nodded. He stroked Hannah’s face as the doctor walked out of the room.

 

‘I suppose I’m just really keen to get out of here,’ Harry said to the psychologist. ‘I mean, even if I could just go outside, onto the grass, I see it every day but, apart from coming in here, they insist that I stay in my room.’

‘You’ve got to give yourself time to heal, Harry.’

‘Look, I know that, but I’ve been stuck in that room with nothing to do, just that crappy tablet that’s dumber than, I don’t know, a turtle or something. I mean, it’s so stupid, I have to explain everything to it, and it has this tiny little screen that shows me nothing, and a stupid voice which answers every one of my requests with a question.’

‘We can probably change the voice if you want.’

‘It’s not the voice.’ Harry stood up, frustrated. He walked over to the window. ‘It’s like I’m a prisoner here. I’m just so bored. So bored. It’s good when Hannah is in, she talks about what she’s been up to, and I get visitors, but what do I do during the other ten hours of the day?’

‘You know, Harry, we haven’t talked about the loss of your aug.’

‘That’s the least of my problems. I have holes in my head and they won’t let me go anywhere until they heal.’

‘I think you might be understating the situation, Harry. Your augmentor has been part of you since you were five. It’s natural that you’re feeling a sense of loss, of separation.’

‘Goddamnit, would you stop telling me what it’s natural for me to be feeling? I just need to get out of here and everything will get back to normal.’

Harry stormed out and headed back to his room.

 

One of the nurses had found Harry a rubber ball. He was getting very good at bouncing it off the wall into the bucket by his bed.

 

Hannah was streaming a memory of their trip to the city gallery through to Harry’s tablet when Doctor Davis walked in. He was accompanied by a woman.

‘Harry, this is Doctor Patel. She’s from Cernet and will be looking after the installation of your new aug.’

‘Hello, Harry,’ she said. She extended her hand for him to shake.

Harry sat up straight. ‘Doctor Patel, I’m very happy to finally meet you.’

‘It’s my pleasure, Harry. Doctor Davis says that you’re making excellent progress.’

‘I’m trying. They’re looking after me very well.’

‘I’m sure,’ she said. ‘So, Harry, I’m here to give you an understanding of what happens from here, what we’ll be doing over the coming months.’

‘Months?’

‘Yes, Harry. We’ve waited until you were well enough for us to have this discussion, but now we feel that you are. The surgery that you underwent when you came in was designed to save as much nerve tissue as possible, and to regrow the nerves so that your natural senses were restored. But that means that the doctors had to remove most of your existing hardware. We have gotten very good at helping the body and brain heal itself following these sorts of incidents. But sometimes we need to give it time to heal. All we can really do is push it in the right direction.’

‘How long for?’

‘At least three months. Once you have healed completely we can start to look at where to go from there.’

Harry felt his emotions rushing back, but he held back the tears forming behind his eyes.

‘Once we do, we’ll need to do a complete remapping. It’ll be a long process, it’s harder with adult brains. But there’s no reason why we won’t have you up and running in six months.’

‘I made a backup,’ he said, his voice on the edge of breaking. ‘Just before, before all this.’

‘The information on it will be transferred to your new aug of course, but this aug will need to get to know you again, so to speak. It’s not just about replacing a core module and restoring from the last backup. Because of the way your aug was taken out, because we lost so much of the sensory interface, I’m afraid we have to start from scratch.’

‘I see. Thank you, Doctor.’

‘Of course. I’ll be back before you discharge and will be seeing you regularly for the next few months. The best thing you can do is to keep doing what you’re doing and get well.’

The two doctors turned and left the room. Harry didn’t try to hide his emotions from Hannah. She held him as he buried his face in her shoulder.

 

‘I would like to apologise for how I behaved last time,’ Harry said.

‘Don’t worry about it, it’s an occupational hazard.’ Katie sat opposite him as always, but this time she leant forward. ‘But I think we need to talk about you and your aug.’

Harry nodded. ‘I found out yesterday that it’s going to take months until they put the new one in, even with me bumped up the list. Because of the damage, needing to heal or whatever.’

‘I’m not surprised. It’s a very serious thing that’s happened to you.’

‘Yeah. I know. And they told me that it’ll need to be a completely new aug, as in they won’t be able to restore the old one, because it needs to make new connections.’

‘Unfortunately, it’s common with adult replacements, Harry.’

‘You’ve dealt with this before?’

‘It’s my specialty actually. Helping adults who for one reason or another lose their aug. It can be incredibly traumatic. On top of that you’ve been dealing with the grief of a very traumatic physical assault and the associated psychological injury. We’re only just now getting to dealing with the loss of your aug.’

‘Yeah, I suppose it is something I need to deal with.’ Harry stopped for a while and gathered his thoughts. ‘Is it weird that I miss my aug? I mean, I suppose not, you just said that you specialise in this and all, so it must be common. But I mean miss it like a person.’

‘In some ways, Harry, our relationship with our aug is the most intimate in our lives. They’re with us all the time, through good times and bad, and we rely on them enormously every day. Our augs are our interface to the informational layer of the world. And we’re their interface with the physical. It’s funny, when they were brought in it was for very mundane reasons. The government couldn’t provide enough of the material goods we’d become accustomed to, so they used the augs to make up the difference. It was a pragmatic move, one designed to stop revolt and make people happier. But they didn’t anticipate the deep interdependence that would develop. I like to think that having the augs makes us so much more than we could ever possibly be on our own.’

‘Do you think they’re alive? I mean, conscious?’

‘I like to think so. I try to treat mine as though it is, just in case.’

‘I don’t think I was kind enough to mine,’ Harry said. ‘And then, in the end, when it was dying, its only concern was trying to keep me calm. It sacrificed itself for me.’

‘Can I ask what happened in the end? Cases like yours are quite rare. Normally the failures happen instantly. As I understand it, yours knew that the end was near and was talking to you the whole time.’

Harry nodded. ‘It talked to me, tried to make me feel calm.’ Harry paused and swallowed. ‘And then he said, “Thank you, Harry. It has been a pleasure”. His dying act was to take my pain away, he was alone at the end.’ He buried his eyes in his hand.

‘I don’t want to diminish your pain, Harry, but in one way, you’ve been given a great gift. I suspect you’ve seen them at their best.’

 

It had taken days of pestering but finally Harry had gotten permission to go outside into the grass square. He was escorted of course, one of the duty nurses walking by his side the whole way. She stood by the door as he entered the courtyard.

Harry sunk to his knees as soon as he got outside. The air smelled so much fresher than it did inside the hospital and he breathed it in deeply. He lay down on the grass and ran his fingers through it, all the way through to the matting below.

It was plastic. Green plastic blades sticking out of a black plastic mat. He burst out laughing as he rolled onto his back and stared up at the blue sky.

 

‘I have good news, Harry,’ Doctor Davis said. ‘You can leave tomorrow.’

Hannah picked her head up off the bed and beamed at Harry. It took him a moment to realise what the doctor had said, but when he did, he leant over and kissed her.

‘So that’s it, I just go home?’

‘Well, no. I’ve spoken to Hannah and you’ll be staying with her. She’ll have to go back to work of course, but it means that you have someone there at night. You’ll need to be careful, and you’ll need to rest up for a few more days before you head out again, but when you do you’ll be all sorted.’

The doctor handed a box to Harry.

‘What’s this?’ he asked.

‘One pair of aug goggles, with earphones, plus an AugNet interface. It’s still no replacement for an aug, and you’ll need to work with it similarly to the way you do with your tablet, but at least people will see you with your mask on and you’ll be allowed to step out into the city again. To everyone else you’ll just look like plain old boring Harry. It has all the data from your backup as well.’

‘Thank you. Thank you, Doctor Davis.’

‘My pleasure, Harry.’

 

Harry knocked on the door to Katie’s office.

‘I’m on my way out, but I wanted to say thanks. I mean, I’ll be back for my next appointment of course, but you know, just bye until then.’

‘I’m glad you’re doing better, Harry. But I’ll be coming to you, to Hannah’s place. All part of the service. We still need to make sure you’re not exerting yourself too much.’

‘I suppose that’s better,’ he said. He laughed quietly to himself. ‘Besides, I think I’ve seen enough of this place.’
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Hannah gently shook Harry awake.

‘Morning, sleepyhead.’ She leant over and kissed his forehead. ‘I got you breakfast. You might want to put your goggles on first, it doesn’t look too appetising but apparently it’ll taste good enough.’

Harry’s head ached, the painkillers were starting to wear off. He looked over to see an unappetising plate of flavoured shapes, his augmentation goggles sitting on the bedside table.

‘Hello. Are you off to work?’

‘Yeah, unfortunately. But your meds are on the table, the new prepper is installed where the regular one used to be, and apart from that you should be set. I’ll try to get off at a reasonable hour but I can’t be sure what’s going to be waiting for me when I get in, given how things have been these past few weeks.’

‘I suppose I picked a sucky time to get sick,’ Harry said. He laughed to himself.

‘Any time would be a bad time to do what you’ve done. But I forgive you.’ She kissed him again and left for work.

Harry’s meal was beige and lumpy and unrecognisable, clearly prepared with the use of his augmentation goggles in mind. He reached over and picked them up, deciding which side was up before placing them over his eyes. The meal before him changed instantly, scrambled eggs on toast, one of his favourites since the accident. The special food prepper they’d installed in Hannah’s apartment used real flavours to make the food taste like something he was used to. Harry had learnt from practice that it struggled with complex flavours but had found that simple things, like his eggs on toast, were edible.

He sat up and reached for the tray, his attention drawn to the small pill and glass of water next to his breakfast. He popped the medicine in his mouth and washed it down with water. In fifteen minutes the faint haze of pain would be gone and he would feel human again.

Sitting up in bed, he began on his breakfast. He looked out the projected window of Hannah’s bedroom, a tropical beach visible through the augmented glass, clear blue waves gently washing over the sand. Harry attached his earphones so that he could hear the wind and waves, the perfect illusion of paradise making for a suitable setting for his meal.

The food looked like it should, and its taste was passable. The textures were familiar too, the sense of touch of the augmentors being their weakest element, so it felt like he was eating a regular breakfast of scrambled eggs. But the food had no smell, the chemicals added to give the flavours failing to produce any aromas, a steamy wetness the only thing registering in Harry’s nostrils. Still, he was hungry, and he eagerly attacked his breakfast.

Harry placed the tray back on the bedside table and lay back in bed.

‘Goggles, what entertainment do you have?’

‘I have a suite of films and games available for your entertainment.’

‘Can I play Sphere of War on here?’

‘Unfortunately not. That game requires full immersion which is not available through this system.’

‘Yeah, fair enough. Give me something simple then, like a puzzle game or cards. Actually, that’ll do, let’s play poker.’

‘Would you like to sit up?’

‘No, I don’t think I can, the painkillers are kicking in. Just float the table in front of me.’

‘Would you like to play against other players online or would you like me to simulate some characters?’

‘Simulate them please. I want five opponents: an oldschool western sheriff; a dancer from a chorus line, and give her a big feathered hat thingy; a necromancer who only speaks in grunts; a talking bulldog; and maybe some sort of alien.’

The characters appeared in front of him, the table suspended in the air. Harry giggled as he shuffled the cards.

The bulldog was the first to speak. ‘Are you gonna deal or do we all just have to sit here while you lick your balls?’

 

By three in the afternoon he was bored. He’d played games, listened to music, watched an old-time movie which was projected onto a wall in front of him, and changed the view out the window a dozen times. He’d even spent time carefully examining the art hanging on Hannah’s walls. His goggles told him that they were exemplars of impressionist paintings, but Harry couldn’t really tell how they were any better than anything that could be produced today.

He messaged Hannah at work, hoping to get an idea of when she was coming home. His first call went straight to messages, but she sent him a text immediately afterwards saying that she would call in fifteen minutes.

The goggles were starting to irritate him. He took them off and placed them on the table. Suddenly he was in an empty grey apartment, the adornments all gone, clumps of white plastic sitting on shelving which had recently held photographs and ornaments.

He left the couch and made his way into the bathroom. He caught himself as he walked in, his reflection a rare colourful streak against the white walls, a sunken, sullen man visible where his mirror image should have been.

There was still some light bruising around his head, but the wounds had healed. It was his eyes that concerned him. They appeared to have both sunken into his skull and bulged outwards, the bones in his sockets more prominent despite some remaining puffiness. As he looked closer he noticed the cause. He had lost weight in hospital; forced to eat the flavoured foods pumped out by the preppers, much of the excess flesh in his face had disappeared.

It was with some satisfaction that he grabbed himself around the gut, failing to find the half handful of flesh which had crept on over the past five years. There was an upside to his incarceration after all.

Harry stripped and examined himself carefully, half twisting to get a look at his backside in the mirror, flexing legs and discovering unexpected tone. He stood front on, posing naked in front of the mirror, roaring at himself as he curled his arms and flexed his chest. There still wasn’t a lot of muscle to see, but what was there had made its way closer to the surface.

I should work out more, he thought. Take advantage of this weight loss, really try to keep it off, actually do it this time. The sullenness in his face lifted in line with the lifting of his opinion of himself.

He skipped out into the living room and grabbed the goggles before returning to the bathroom. Raising them up and down in front of his eyes, he compared his new lean body to the one produced by his mask, the one presented to the world. He would need to adjust it, to lean the mask body down to match his own. After all, his mask should be as close a representation to his real self as possible.

A tone sounded in the goggle’s earphones. It was Hannah calling through.

‘Hey babe,’ he said.

‘Hi,’ she replied. She sounded tired.

‘You alright?’

‘Yeah, I’m fine, but there is definitely something going on today. The mayor has been in with some investigations of some sort, talking for the whole afternoon, and we have no idea what’s going on. I’ll be home about five, I don’t really want to talk about it. I hate not knowing what’s going on.’

‘I can understand that. Don’t hurry back, I’m doing ok, and we can eat together whenever. I’m not all that hungry anyhow.’

‘Thanks. I’ll see you when I see you.’

She hung up. Harry looked at himself in the mirror admiringly until he realised that he was starting to smell. He hopped in the shower to clean up before Hannah arrived home.

 

He’d managed to beat Hannah out of bed the next day and returned the favour by preparing her breakfast. She’d eaten quickly then swept out the door in a stress-filled flurry, leaving to take on another day of drama at the city hall.

Once she had left, Harry set to work. His first task was to call Vic.

‘Hey, Harry, how’s the healing going?’

‘Well, I’m heading out today. Are you at home or at work?’

‘Strictly speaking, both. I’m working from home, Brandon is sick. Judy can take care of him but I like being here just in case.’

‘Cool, perfect actually. I wanted to come around, to talk about what happened. Is that ok for you?’

‘Sure, no problems here. But are you well enough to head out?’

‘Absolutely, just bored shitless. I’ll be around in twenty minutes. See you soon.’

With that he jumped up, grabbed his slippers and headed for the door. He raced down the stairs until he was standing in the foyer, readying himself to re-emerge into the world which he’d been hidden from these past few weeks.

‘Come on, Harry, just do it,’ he said to himself.

He pushed through the apartment’s front doors and went out into the city.

The sights and sounds assaulted him as he emerged. People rushed by on their way to work, the morning peak filled with flurries of movement as colours he hadn’t seen for weeks flashed past him. He stood, taking it all in, breathing in the air as he stood on the sidewalk.

The city stank. The background odour, unlike anything from Harry’s memory, struck him as he stood there watching.

‘Goggles, what is that smell?’

‘That is the city, Harry. It comes from the organic recycling mostly, the early stages of decomposition in the waste bins. It is a common symptom for those who have lost augmentation, Harry. While the smell here is mild by historical standards, you have had these smells masked by your augmentor since you were a child and are not used to them.’

‘Yeah, but I went under the aug layer when I was working. I didn’t smell it then.’

‘That was only sight and sound, Harry, and was still processed by your aug. This is a natural sense. I recommend moving away from the rubbish bin on your left.’

Harry hadn’t registered its presence. He complied, and the smell disappeared. He lifted his goggles from his head to look inside.

‘Harry, no,’ his goggles commanded. ‘You are not permitted to travel in the city without your goggles. I will be forced to report any breaches.’

‘Gee, thanks,’ he said. He returned the goggles to his eyes. ‘Where are all the ads?’

‘You won’t be getting any ads while you’re recovering, Harry. There are also very few products that could be sold to you at the moment.’

‘I supposed there had to be an upside.’

The scent of the bins gone, Harry swam through the city. Colour was everywhere, red dresses and blue suits, along with the sounds of people going about their business. The architectural marvels towering above him were there too, glistening pillars of glass and stone standing miraculous and modern.

Still, it wasn’t quite right. The slight change in perspective, the images displayed in the goggles just in front of his eyes, meant that the world seemed somehow wrong. It was as though there was an extra space between him and the rest of the city, a gap that separated his local reality from the one experienced by the rest of the inhabitants. He adjusted the goggles again, his vision shifting with the twist in the eyepieces, his local down defined by the tilt of his goggles rather than what his ears were telling him. The discrepancy was disconcerting, so Harry forced his hands down by his sides.

He moved into avoidance mode, head down, keeping to himself and ignoring the wider world. As he shifted his head downwards, he saw the familiar translucent path to Vic’s home appear on the footpath, the augmented guide providing a point of focus which, when combined with his steady pace, transported Harry into his private meditative trance. Safely confined in his own head, Harry moved forward until he reached Vic’s building.

The door opened as seamlessly as it always had, the building recognising Harry despite his new hardware. As he climbed the stairs and approached Vic’s door he heard it unlock with a click. He didn’t knock this time, instead walking straight inside.

Vic looked up from the table and smiled, before jumping to his feet and crossing rapidly to the door. Before Harry could react, Vic wrapped him up in his arms, the uncharacteristic affection catching him off guard before he returned the embrace.

‘It is so good to see you,’ Vic said. ‘I mean, I wanted to come before, but I didn’t know if I should, and of course it was kind of my fault. I’m so sorry for what’s happened.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ Harry said, breaking the hug to look his friend in the eye. ‘I came to you, I knew that I was taking a chance by doing what I did. To be honest I think it was the only thing I could have done in the circumstances.’

‘We could have found another way, at least if we had more time.’

‘Maybe. But I’m ok, and I’m here.’

‘Yeah, I suppose.’ Brandon toddled over and Vic picked him up. His son reached for Harry’s goggles.

‘Hi Brandon,’ he said. He leant forward so that the boy could touch his face, Brandon’s little hands grasping the goggles and pulling them off and down until they hung around Harry’s neck.

Vic’s apartment was larger than Harry’s, with two bedrooms and a larger living space allocated to him because of his family. With his goggles off Harry could see that it was neat and clean, except for the space in the centre of the living room where Brandon’s real-coloured toys littered the floor.

Harry saw movement coming from the bedroom, a figure emerging and making its way over to greet him. He recoiled momentarily at the sight of her until he realised that it must have been Judy, seen for the first time in the real. She was the same size and shape as he knew, but where her soft skin had been he now saw dull beige rubber, her human hair replaced with a synthetic sheen which marked her as uncannily otherly. Her face was a poor approximation of its augmented self, its mockingly human features recognisable but sufficiently artificial to make Harry stare.

‘Hello, Harry,’ Judy said. ‘I’m so glad you’re feeling better.’

Harry reached down to his goggles and pulled them up over his eyes. Judy returned to her previous self, Vic’s beautiful companion and Brandon’s caring stepmother. Her smile, invisible on the artificial face, returned to the normal that Harry had known all these years. He looked over to Vic who smiled sympathetically, aware of what Harry had seen during his momentary glimpse at his partner.

‘Hi, Judy,’ Harry replied. ‘I’m glad to be out of hospital. How are you?’

‘I’m good as always, just tired as usual.’

The phrase, one which Harry had heard from her dozens of times, suddenly seemed absurd. There was no way that Judy could feel tiredness, at least in the way he understood it. Her statement, and possibly almost everything else she had ever said to him, was to create the illusion of her being the same as him, to build rapport through a shared perspective. He wondered how often humans did the same.

‘Can you take Brandon, babe,’ Vic said. ‘Take him into his room maybe? Harry and I need to talk.’

‘Of course. See you later, Harry.’ She took Brandon and walked back into the bedroom.

‘I’m sorry you had to see that,’ Vic said.

‘Don’t apologise. And don’t think that you ever need to. I knew who she is, and I know who you are. I don’t judge.’

‘Thanks. A lot of people do, even today.’ Vic took a seat at the kitchen table. ‘It is really good to have you back.’

‘It’s good to be back. I was in that hospital for too long.’

‘Are you better though? I mean, did they do a good job of patching you up?’

‘Absolutely. I feel a lot better, a bit of soreness still, but I’m pretty much back to baseline. The problem is not having an aug, it really sucks.’

‘I imagine it does. I don’t think I could go back to the goggles.’ Vic paused. ‘What about your head though? Psychologically?’

‘Could be better, if I’m honest. And I’m getting better at being honest to myself, at least according to the psych. I dunno, I suppose the attack is something that I need to get over.’

‘I’m sorry they didn’t get to you faster, I really am. What are you going to do? Can you go back to work?’

‘Not until I get my new aug, and that’s at least three months away. I can’t really do the sort of work I’m used to while I’m like this. I suppose I’ll just hang around at home, maybe work on some ideas I’ve had for a while.’

‘Have you thought about getting away?’

‘Like out of the city?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How would I do that? I haven’t hit the ten-year mark at work yet, I’m not eligible for a holiday away.’

‘Normally that would be the case. But I think it’d be good for you to get away. And I’ve been talking to my higher-ups, they have told me that I can make a car available to you for a month or so. As a reward for what you’ve been through.’

‘I can’t afford a car for that long.’

‘No, Harry, as a gift from the government. It can drive you up into the mountains, you can see some nature, relax in a Realer town, eat real food, or just chill out. I got approval while you were in hospital, and the regional chief himself approved the request personally, all expenses paid. He’d like to meet you as well, you know.’

‘Would I be able to take Hannah?’

‘Sure. The thing is though, Harry, if you stay here, try living in the city without an aug, you’ll be miserable. I stand by my earlier statements that city life today is better than anything else we humans have ever created, but it only works if you’ve got the full kit in your head. It’s part of the deal—it’s paradise as long you’re augmented. Otherwise it can be pretty shitty.’

‘Then yeah, I’d love to do that,’ Harry said. ‘I’ll need to talk to the doctors of course, to get their ok, but that sounds perfect.’

‘It’s the least we can do for you, Harry, especially after all you’ve done for us.’

 

Hannah had come home early but exhausted, a sharp contrast to the energetic joy Harry had been feeling all afternoon. He had bought a new vase and filled it with flowers as a surprise. It was placed in the middle of the dining-room table, Harry sitting at one end, grinning eagerly as she walked in the door. When he saw her state, he stood up to meet her.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘What’s up?’

‘Bad day, just a bad day. Don’t really want to talk about it.’ She leant in and hugged Harry.

‘That sucks,’ Harry said. He stayed silent while he held her, letting her withdraw when she’d had what she needed.

‘Anyhow, enough about that, how have you been? Are you feeling better?’

‘Well, actually, I went to see Vic today.’

‘Aha. And, how is he? Apologetic, I hope.’

‘He certainly is. And he’s made me a very generous offer.’

‘Has he now?’

‘Yep. A holiday away, just you and me, a car and accommodation in a village in the hills. I’m going to have to go get a doctor’s certificate first, but when I messaged through the hospital agreed that it was a good idea while I didn’t have an aug. I have no doubt they’ll give me the all clear when I go in for my check-up tomorrow.’

‘Harry, I can’t go now, I have to work.’

‘You said it yourself, it’s chaotic there. And you need the break as much as I do, maybe even more given that you’ve got the two stressors. Think about it—we can head up into the hills and just relax in nature for a few weeks, reconnect after everything that we’ve been through, stay in bed all day, walk through the wilderness.’

‘I’m sorry, Harry, I don’t think I can. I have people depending on me. Plus, I’ve been away so much already, it’s put me at a disadvantage in the team, especially if I ever want to run for election myself.’

‘It’s ok.’ Harry sat back down. ‘I know it has been hard on you, and I know that it’s my fault. I suppose I just wanted to give you something back for all you’ve done for me.’

‘It’s not your fault. It’s just bad timing, that’s all.’ Hannah sat at the table and rested her head in her hands. ‘I think you should go. I don’t want to be away from you, but I think that Vic’s right, and believe me, it’s hard for me to say that right now. I can’t think of a better place for you to be during your recovery. You go, I’ll stay here and sort things out, and when you get back we’ll both be back to normal.’

‘Yeah, ok, I’ll do that then.’

With his aug gone there was nothing to mask the disappointment that crept across his face.
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By turning to look out the rear window of the car, Harry could see the city shrink behind him. Without any augmentation it was clear what it was: a neat assembly of concrete blocks set out in planned rows, the sameness of the structures making it appear to be a single object. What struck him though was that beyond the city the natural world had returned, green hills outlining the city’s silhouette, the grass beyond its boundaries sharply contrasting the concrete grey.

As the car wound its way up the hill, Harry could also see the green of the great algae ponds in the bay. Robots floated their way through the thick soup collecting the constituent ingredients that made up most of what the city’s inhabitants ate, the recycled waste of the city creating an environmentally efficient loop that ended with the algae being processed into the raw prepper paste.

‘Car, pull over, I want to get out for a bit,’ Harry said. The vehicle drove on for another few hundred metres as it slowed and found a place on the shoulder of the gravel road where it could stop. The passenger compartment slid open.

Harry stepped out and knelt, tentatively touching the long grass growing in a drainage ditch. He approached it gently, unsure of whether he would damage the precious plant, first brushing his hand over the blades before running his fingers through it. His hand stopped as it met a flower growing up from one of the tufts, and he pinched the stalk between his index finger and thumb. Tiny sticky hairs grew from it, and when he closed his eyes and rolled it through his fingers he felt the beautiful complexity of its texture. The flower itself was as soft as eyelashes, the tiny yellow petals yielding as if imbued with the substantiality of smoke, before he reached its central disc, a harder, pricklier object made real by its similarity to the things in the world he had left.

He let go of the flower but kept his eyes closed, breathing in deeply as he knelt forward, pressing his face close to the ground. Harry had thought he knew what grass smelled like from the sims and movies he’d seen, but the smell was unlike anything he had ever experienced. The only word Harry could bring to mind was complex. The smell of the grass was complex. All the grass he’d smelled beforehand had been simulacra, a mere approximation representing the true thing which captured enough of the idea of grassness to make the observer understand what it was while simultaneously missing its true essence.

Opening his eyes, Harry saw for the first time the dirt between the blades, the substrate layer sustaining the life which sprouted from it. An ant crawled through and Harry spread the blades to get a better look. The creature, oblivious to Harry’s presence, marched and paused, marched and paused, antennae flourishing as it captured chemical trails demarking its microenvironment.

Harry had seen insects in his apartment, but they had always been swiftly eliminated by his cleaner when he reported them, somehow returning from unseen oblivion at irregular times. He realised then that he’d never seen insects outside even though they must be present. It was just another thing hidden under the aug layer, the few crawling and flying bugs cohabitating with the city’s augmented residents, the people oblivious to the dimension of living beings invisible in their shared space.

As he stood, Harry noticed the dust on the knees of his new beige pants. Vic, through his work with state security, had obtained real clothes for Harry which he could wear outside of the city. At first he’d been uncomfortable with the idea, but as he thought about it he realised that his greys would make him stand out as a city dweller among the Realers living in the hills. They’d still know what he was, but at least he was making a show of not standing out.

He brushed off the dirt and stepped back into the car, stretching out in the open cabin as the roof closed over him. It drove off as he buckled up his seat belt.

 

The road had taken him past marvels of nature. One bridge crossed a ravine, the swift flow of the river below throwing out white wash as it crashed over rocks. The car had refused to stop on the bridge, apparently obeying some strict rule of the road, but Harry had gotten it to pull over once they were on the other side and had run back to watch the water for half an hour.

There were birds, too. He’d seen his first as the city slid out of view, white gulls swooping over the coastline, the purpose of their frantic movement unknowable to Harry. The car had told him that the city employed a number of countermeasures to keep them outside its limits but that out in the untamed places they were thriving. He’d spotted small grey birds darting over the grass and through the small shrubs which had started appearing, their movement so fast that he struggled to get a good idea of what they looked like. They seemed to be hunting for food, and Harry concluded that they must be eating the insects.

At one point he even saw an eagle soaring through the sky above. He had the car pull over and stood with his hand shielding his eyes as he watched it somehow float stationary in the sky, the rustling of its feathers the only clue to how it stayed airborne.

The road had taken them further inland, the grassy coastal hills giving way to a flatter tableland filled with shrubs and bushes. Dry creek beds traced through the landscape, the plants which clung to the banks greener than the surrounding grassland, the shrubs larger and more vigorous. There was water somewhere below.

Harry found himself dozing as the car drove on. The spacious cabin was easily configurable, and he stretched out the seats until they reclined nearly flat, the large soft surface transforming into a bed.

He didn’t sleep, not properly, and through his eyelids he saw the subtle changes in sunlight as the car changed direction. After a time, breaks in light became more frequent, a strobing through the slim opening in his eyes, rousing him back to full consciousness.

Through a barely opened eyelid, Harry saw a miracle. Light fluttered through the dark canopy above, appearing and breaking with the forward motion of the car, the structure barely visible as he rushed by below. Harry was in a forest.

‘Car, stop when it’s safe to, please,’ he said. He sat up anxiously, the car’s interior reconfiguring itself as he rose. It gently pulled to the side of the road.

A wall of moist air struck him as he opened the door and stepped outside. The scent here was different too, the decomposing understorey blending with the aromas of the trees themselves, filling Harry with an impression of life and vitality. The great eucalypts rose straight and tall as a building, their grey bark obscured in parts by a fog hugging the ground, the fronds of low ferns peeking through in the distance.

Harry held out his hand as a probe of certainty against what must be an illusionary vision, slowly creeping towards one of the giant trees. It was almost a surprise when he made contact, his hand yielding against the hard, rough bark, its solidity an unquestionable indicator of its realness despite his brain insisting that such things did not exist in the real. He stroked the bark with his palm, pieces coming away as his hand passed over the ridges, his hand withdrawing as he realised the damage he had done. Looking down he saw the same where he stood, plants crushed underfoot in his rush to get into the forest. He stepped carefully back to the car.

‘Car, does it damage trees if you touch them?’ he asked.

‘No, Harry, they are very hardy.’

‘How about the plants I step on?’

‘Some will be damaged, some will recover. Ground plants have generally adapted to be resistant to trampling.’

‘Good,’ he said.

Harry walked back to his tree, more gently this time, and wrapped his arms around it as best he could. They barely extended a third of the way around its circumference. He breathed heavily as he leant his full weight against it, closing his eyes and taking in the subtle scent of life and rain and earth.

 

It was early afternoon when Harry saw the first signs of human impact. The forest thinned, and he was once again driving through hilly grassland, wooden fences trying to impose straight lines on the curving landscape, the occasional wooden barn jutting up from the grass. It was like a scene from a sim.

What was more amazing to Harry were the sheep grazing on the hillside. They were the largest animals he had seen so far, and the first mammals, all standing in a rough group, munching away at the green grass. They were unfazed by the two children walking through the flock. The children waved to Harry and he returned the gesture, and they called for him to come over. As much as he wanted to join them, to see the sheep up close, he held back, searching his own organic, wet memory for anything about whether sheep were dangerous and finding nothing. Without his aug he had no way to check.

Instead, he returned to the car and sat back down for the rest of the trip to the village. As he journeyed on, the pasture gave way to fields of crops, first grains and then vegetables, until little wooden houses with their own gardens started to appear. There were trees everywhere in between, around the fields and along the road, as though they had given up on trying to properly demarcate the zones.

His car made its way into what must have been the centre of town where the wooden buildings were taller and more extravagant. There was even a stone town hall held together with grey mortar. The stones were enormous, and Harry imagined trying to get them in place without the use of cranes. The road was sealed as well, a hard, black, rock surface, smoothing his ride.

The car had slowed to walking pace to make its way around the low, flat autocarts loaded with baskets of goods and the pedestrians walking the street. The locals were dressed in work clothes for the most part, and while they lacked the bright colours and fashionable cuts of the city clothes he was used to, they had a utilitarian neatness to them which seemed to give the people a confident air. A few of the children stared at him as he crawled past but for the most part the locals ignored him. They must have been used to cars despite their absence from the streets.

The car pulled up in front of a building, the sign hanging from an archway indicating that it was hotel. Harry stepped out tentatively, his feet pressing into the hard street, and turned to grab his bag before making his way into the hotel entrance. The vehicle slipped away to park itself in some unknown spot.

A woman emerged from the hotel. She was naturally pretty with brilliant red hair, her face presented without makeup or jewellery, wearing a long blue dress and plain black shoes.

‘Harry Bo?’ she said.

‘Ah, yeah, that’s me. How did you know?’

The woman tapped on her glasses. ‘We got your details when your reservation was sent through. I’m Melissa, I’ll be your host to get you comfortable and make sure that you can make the most of your stay. Come through.’

Harry felt a tug on his bag. A small automated buggy buzzed behind him, arm extended, its body language making it clear that it intended to liberate it from him. Harry let go and the cart rushed the bag through a side door. For all the primitive appearance of the town, there was ample technology hiding in plain sight.

‘This is the main lobby,’ Melissa said, as she guided Harry through the door. ‘If you come down to the main desk, at any time, we can help you with whatever you need. Am I correct that we’re not sure how long you’re staying at this stage?’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s fine, Harry. I take it you’re a government official, given the line of credit they’ve opened for your stay?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Yes, of course, I understand. We’d obviously encourage you to stay as long as possible, of course.’ She led Harry through another set of doors. ‘This is our dining room. You’re welcome to eat at the communal dining hall at any time, and we’d encourage you to, at least after you’ve adjusted to eating our food. Have you been taking your probiotics and enzymes?’

‘Yes, I’ve been on them for three days now.’

‘Good. It’s still an adjustment, but they will make it easier. Anyhow, through those doors is the swimming pool and spa, you’re welcome to use them. Can you swim, Harry?’

‘A little, but not much since I was a kid.’

‘Well, we have lessons and I’d encourage you to attend. It’s never too late to learn new things. If you’ll follow me up the stairs.’

Melissa led him up a staircase made from a dark wood. It was carved with swirls and circles, and the craftsmanship was magnificent. Harry delighted in the smoothness of the finish as he ran his hand across it. The carpet was woven in elaborate geometric patterns and it sank underfoot as Harry walked down the hallway.

‘This is your room. It’s one of the best we have. The bathroom is through there, with a bathtub and the rest, and your king-size bed, plus we’ve installed an interface to connect you to our local net, given your current situation. Oh, and I almost forgot.’ She handed him a flat disk the size of his palm. ‘This is your tracker. It’s not too invasive, just lets us know where you are in case you get lost and tracks consumption for billing purposes. You can talk to it just like an aug, just use the earpiece and the glasses if you want to. It’ll also track your work output, if you decide to give it a go. Here, it just clips on your shirt.’

Melissa leant forward and attached the device to Harry. It weighed almost nothing, and once he’d looked away, Harry found that he couldn’t tell it was still attached.

‘Thank you. This is amazing, very luxurious, and a beautiful building.’

‘We aim to please. That’s why the top citizens keep coming back here.’ She stood silently for a moment. ‘Well, if you don’t have any questions, I’ll be back downstairs, but don’t hesitate to contact me if you need anything.’

As she closed the door, Harry sunk into the bed. He felt the tension of the preceding days flow out through his back and into the mattress below.

 

Harry couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in a bath. It was incredibly indulgent of course, using all that water and energy, but this didn’t seem to be so much of a consideration in the hotel. It was likely that with so few citizens and such a large ecosystem to support them that there was plenty to share.

After recovering from the drive, he made his way downstairs. Melissa was seated behind the desk as promised.

‘Hello, Harry, freshened up I see.’

‘Yeah. So tell me, now that I’m here, what am I meant to do?’

‘I’d recommend starting by taking a look around town, see how we live here. We don’t get a lot of tourists—they tend to gravitate to the coast—so we focus on quality rather than quantity, a premium experience. But this is a working town, a proper Realer community, and we only use tourism for the hard currency. It’s how we get the tech we have here. There’s also a trail along the river, it’s quite beautiful and is flowing well this time of year. Once you’re settled in, you can take some trade classes if you like, and you can even volunteer for labour if you are so inclined.’

‘Like, get a job?’

‘Sort of. We don’t really have jobs in the same sense you do, but you can contribute to the whole. And while I think our food is the best in town, I’d recommend eating at the communal dining halls if you want the authentic experience.’

‘Could I work with plants or animals?’

‘Of course. That’s fairly straightforward, you won’t need much training. Most of what we do here is agriculture, and we’re mostly self-sufficient. It’s a large part of what makes us who we are.’

‘I think I’d like that,’ Harry said. ‘But maybe in a few days. For today I might just check out the trail.’

‘Great idea. Oh, and take a look at the activities we offer in the hotel, you might find something you like.’

‘I will. Thanks.’

 

Harry found the way down to the river by following a path behind the hotel. The muddy track led down through a wooded area, Harry slipping in his unfamiliar boots, careful not to dirty himself in the brown mess that seemed to be everywhere. The dense vegetation lacked any sort of geometry familiar to Harry’s eyes, but it seemed to have an order of its own, repeating combinations of plants layering themselves as if space had been allocated only after the conclusion of careful negotiations. In truth it was the natural product of a contest every bit as ruthless as the advertising in Harry’s world.

At a bend in the path he saw a plant bearing familiar fruit. They were blackberries, one of his favourites back home, just growing out of the dirt here on its own. He tapped the disk hanging from his belt.

‘Interface, are we allowed to eat these?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are they safe?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I suppose that’s it then.’

Harry leant in to pick one of the tiny berries. The plant attacked him, a thorn lodging itself in his finger. He yelped.

‘I’ve been stabbed. Is it poisonous?’

‘No.’

‘Right. Ok.’ He shook the pain out of his hand. Looking closely, he saw that the tiny twigs were all covered in thorns. He carefully placed a berry between his finger and thumb and twisted until it dislodged. Holding it close to his eyes, he saw the detail of its construction, blue baubles tightly packed side by side, hairlike threads emerging from each. He tentatively placed it into his mouth, pressing it between his tongue and the roof of his mouth, crushing it until the berry exploded. Sweet juice filled his mouth as the blackberry was reduced to a wet pulp. Harry rolled the remnants around on his tongue, the sensation unlike anything he had ever tasted, the familiar flavour augmented by the natural sensation of its true physical texture.

It was the first real food Harry had ever eaten. All his meals, from childhood through to now, had been prepared in a prepper, constituted from the same nutritional paste, flavoured and coloured with the assistance of his aug. But the physical form, the texture and consistency, was a more complex problem which the aug had never solved. Harry hadn’t realised how much he was missing.

He gathered all the berries he could find, taking care to pick what he thought looked like the best ones. By the time he had finished he had a decent handful, and he returned to the track to continue his walk to the river.

The sound of the water washing over rocks built slowly. Harry was sure that it was close but couldn’t see much further than a few metres to each side of the path, such was the thickness of the undergrowth. Still, he found peace in his meanderings, his mind emptying as he breathed in the bushland, the steady beat of his footsteps a metronome drawing his thoughts from the outer world and leading them into a blank space.

At the bottom of a decline the path turned sharply left. Harry saw the river, the clear water flowing gently over the shallow rocky bed, the greys and reds and greens of the stones visible beneath. The water whirled as it flowed, the surface a constantly changing skin dancing downstream, white spray erupting where the rocks protruded above the surface.

Harry found a large rock to sit on and began to remove his shoes and roll up his trousers. He then stepped onto the round stones on the riverbank, the pressure points in his untrained feet coming to life as the stones reacted to his moving mass. Beginning with a probing toe he tested the water, finding it cold but not unbearable. Harry walked out into the stream until the water washed about his bare knees, faced downstream with arms outstretched, and lifted his head into the air.
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The tracker Harry carried was clever enough to ask if he wanted to have the bath in his room filled when it realised that he was heading back to the hotel. He said yes without question and quickened his pace. As much as he had enjoyed the day it had taken a toll and Harry was keen to be in the comfort of the hotel.

When Harry got back, he made his way straight to the tub, his clothes marking the path between his front door and the bathroom. With his belly full of real blackberries he had no need for dinner, and after a day of sensory delights his brain was spent. Harry fell asleep in his towel straight after his bath.

Harry woke with the dawn sun illuminating his room through his window, his body feeling sore but fresh after yesterday’s afternoon in nature, the first time natural sunlight had penetrated through to his sleeping space. He dressed, then made his way downstairs to the dining room for his first proper meal.

The food laid out was plain but plentiful. Plates of cut fruit and bread made the bulk of the selection, meat and eggs kept warm in special trays, juice and milk and cereal available on another table. The doctors had told Harry that he had to be careful with what he ate, at least in the beginning, because his stomach had never processed real food. The enzymes and probiotics he had been taking would help, but his digestive system would need time to adapt. He decided to stick to the fruit and bread and leave the more adventurous foods for later.

The flavours were familiar, if subtly different, but the textures were something else. Harry had drunk orange juice his whole life, but never had he tasted that juice in any of the oranges he had eaten. He delightedly let it run down his chin as he ate, the unfamiliar pitfalls of eating fruit causing him to make a mess of his shirt and the tablecloth.

After cleaning himself up he made his way back out into the town. There were stores and workshops all along the main street, each performing a special function. He spent some time at a building whose inhabitants churned cream into butter, and then at a tanning factory where leather was produced. It smelled awful. Harry couldn’t imagine himself doing any of these jobs.

He ate out for lunch, buying a pie and apple strudel from the bakery. It made his fragile stomach convulse but he was able to keep the food down.

As the afternoon drew on he found himself further out from the centre of town, the houses thinning out and then disappearing as fields took over, people hunched over rows of vegetables as they fussed over the plants. The work itself looked physically demanding but Harry saw that the workers were talking and smiling, intermittent laughter breaking out as some unheard joke spread through the crowd.

Harry found himself a comfortable fence post to lean against as he watched. The workers moved as if possessed, their bodies mere automatons repeating the same action again and again, muscle memory in complete control. It left their minds free to engage each other socially. It was so far from what Harry knew as work, his days spent with his mind fully engaged while he sat stationary in his isolated pod, the product of his labour a data point, nothing like the discrete physical things he could see being placed gently in wicker baskets.

He was getting hungry again. As if reading his mind, the workers in the distance turned as a group and made their way towards a large shed. The sunlight was fading, and the work day was over. Harry followed at a distance as they walked back into town, the unformed mass of people moving unhurriedly to wherever they were going.

They all turned to enter a large wooden building near the centre of town. It was the eating hall, a communal dining room where the villagers could go for a free meal, the collective bounty of the town’s productivity served up for its citizens to enjoy. Despite Melissa’s recommendation that he eat with the townsfolk, he checked with his tracker before he went inside.

‘Tracker,’ he said, tapping the device with his finger. ‘Can I go in here to get a meal?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do I need to book, or tell anyone, or anything like that?’

‘No. The hall is open to all who need food.’

‘Right.’ Harry breathed in deeply and stepped inside.

The hall was abuzz, long tables crammed with people, field workers and town workers and children and the elderly, talking and eating and laughing and even singing from time to time. Harry wasn’t sure whether it was a cue from his tracker or his stunned look that drew attention to him, but soon enough a teenage boy approached him.

‘You look like you could use a hand,’ he said. ‘I’m Rich. I can show you how it works, if you like.’

‘I’m Harry,’ he said. ‘Did the clothes give me away?’

‘Well, no,’ the boy blushed. ‘I mean, I can tell you’re not local, because you folk, like, express more, in your faces.’

Harry laughed. ‘Yeah, I must keep reminding myself that I don’t have my mask on.’ Harry held out his hand and the two shook, the young man’s grip stronger than Harry had expected. The blush faded as he regained his composure.

‘Pleasure to meet you, Harry, and welcome to our hall. You’ll need a tray first, and then you get the main part of your meal from here.’ Rich gestured to the heated trays of meat and vegetables. ‘If you head over there you can find the salads and desserts, for when you want them. Drinks are over there, but if you want to get beer or wine you need to go to the bar; I think Ollie’s on bar duty tonight.’

‘Thanks,’ Harry said. He walked over and carefully placed some meat on his plate using metal tongs.

‘You can have more than that,’ Rich said. ‘Eat as much as you want. It’s to share.’

‘Oh, ok,’ Harry said. He placed another piece on his plate before approaching the vegetables and taking a little of each. He then realised what he had done. ‘Where does the meat come from? I mean, what is it made from?’

‘That’s lamb, it comes from sheep. Oh, that’s right, you don’t really eat meat where you come from, do you?’

‘No.’ Harry looked at it apprehensively. ‘But I think I should try it. While I’m here.’

‘Yeah man, you can do whatever you want.’

‘I think this will do me,’ Harry said. ‘Where can I sit?’

‘Wherever you want. You can could sit with me and my friends—oh, wait, it’s full. Never mind, I’ll sit with you.’

‘No, it’s ok, you go back to your friends. I can find a place on my own and watch this first time.’

‘Alright, suit yourself. But if you need anything, you know where I am.’ Rich returned to his seat, wedging himself between two teenage girls. They seemed happy to have him back.

Harry found an empty table near the back of the hall and sat so that he could see the other people. Children running through the aisles were scolded by adults as they rushed past, no doubt breaking some social norm, caught up in the excitement of being with their friends. There were other teenagers helping older people to their tables, and Harry noticed Rich among them again, carrying the tray for a stooped woman as she sat down in a chair with her peers. It must have been his job to be a helper that night.

‘I saw you watching us in the fields today,’ a woman’s voice said. She slid down next to Harry as he looked over and noticed her for the first time. She was small and lean, probably around fifty years old from what he understood of the way people here looked, and wore her grey hair in a loose bun. ‘I’m Becca, nice to meet you.’

‘I’m Harry Bo.’ This time he held out his hand to shake before she could beat him to it.

‘You’re from the city I take it?’

‘Yeah. I imagine I stand out.’

‘Not as much as some. Generally, we can tell because your type wear their emotions close to the surface, with those masks you all wear. Most just spend time in the hotel taking advantage of the luxuries there, bringing a guide during the rare times they venture out among the natives. It’s good to see someone like you out and about.’

‘I like the farming. It looks peaceful.’

Becca laughed. ‘It’s bloody hard work, that’s what it is. But it’s only during harvest that it gets this busy. We’ll be back to our old selves soon enough.’ She paused. ‘A little bird tells me that you only got here yesterday?’

‘Little bird?’

She held up a shiny black device with a display screen. ‘My interface. We’re all plotted on here, unless we don’t want to be. And you have to, so that we can keep you safe. What do you do with yourself, Harry Bo?’

‘I’m an analyst, looking at advertising.’

‘Consumption analyst or behavioural?’

‘Behavioural,’ he said. ‘I have to say, I’m surprised that you know what that is. I don’t imagine you have many of them here.’

She laughed again. ‘No, we don’t. But I’m fairly well travelled.’

‘What do you do? You’re a farmer, right?’

‘Only during the harvest. If I had to choose a label I’d say I’m a historian, or an economist. I teach at the high school, spend time in the fields, cook when it’s needed, and drive a grader if the roads need repairing. Plus whatever else needs doing.’

‘Where did you study?’

‘In the city, and then in a university town a little east of here. I was born here but, as I said, have been around a bit.’

‘Huh.’

‘It works a bit differently here. We have specialisations, but for the most part do whatever needs doing. Have you considered doing some work? You could come and join us tomorrow if you want. We can always use an extra pair of hands during harvest.’

‘I think I’d like that.’

‘Good.’ Becca took out her interface and pressed her fingers on the illuminated screen. ‘I’ve sent you through an alarm for tomorrow morning and allocated you to my work detail. There’ll be a set of clothes waiting for you back at your hotel room. Eat up, you’re going to need all the energy you can get.’

 

The alarm beat the sun the next morning, rousing Harry while dawn was still merely a gentle glow. Harry forced himself up, staggered over to the bathroom and splashed water on his face before throwing on his work clothes. He almost forgot his tracker as he left his room and went to the dining room. When he sat down for his breakfast a voice came through.

‘You’re up,’ Becca’s voice said. ‘Eat up, be quick, and I’ll meet you at the shed you saw us at yesterday.’

‘Yes, will do,’ Harry replied. He hurriedly ate his fruit, taking an apple with him as he marched himself out of the hotel.

The sunrise was glorious. Pink and yellow clouds streaked above the still-dark trees, the blue of the morning sky providing perfect contrast. Harry remembered the last time he had seen the morning sky, back in the city, when he had asked his aug to remind him to look up occasionally. The memory of his aug unexpectedly stung, the sense of loss abruptly returning. He’d managed so well without it the past few days that he’d forgotten about the assault, the destruction of his aug, the reason he was here in this village on his own.

‘Don’t worry, I remembered on my own,’ Harry said to himself. He walked through the streets, occasionally glancing upwards as the world slowly lightened.

There was a crowd of workers standing outside the shed, all talking and bustling in small groups.

‘There you are,’ Becca said. She had snuck up on him again. ‘Morning, sunshine. I’ve arranged it so that you’re with me today, we’re picking tomatoes again.’

‘Good morning. Do I need to do any training or anything?’

‘Nah, it’s pretty simple. Come on, lots to do.’

Becca led Harry through the field, showing him where to step between the plantings and how to weave through the stakes and lines that kept the plants upright.

‘Right. The sun is up, so we can see what we’re doing now. Let me give you these.’ Becca handed over a pair of gloves and some secateurs. ‘You need to hold the ripe ones like this, then cut the stem, leaving a little bit so that we can grab onto it. Give it a go on this one.’

Harry held the tomato under its base until he took the weight of it. He then moved his secateurs to the stem and looked over to Becca. She gestured up with her hands, and Harry moved them higher. She nodded, and Harry made the cut.

‘Good work, Harry. Now we put it in the basket, being careful not to damage the fruit. Do you think you can do that?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘Excellent. Now do it a few thousand more times and then we’re done.’

‘How do I tell if they’re ripe?’

‘Just pick the red ones. I’ll come through behind you in case you miss anything.’

‘Easy as,’ Harry said. He found another ripe tomato and got to work.

 

‘Do you like your work?’ Becca asked.

‘Yeah, it’s interesting. I get to solve new problems every day, real cutting-edge stuff, and that makes it really satisfying.’

‘You find it satisfying?’

‘Well, yeah.’

‘At the end of the day, you go home and feel like you’ve achieved something?’

‘Yes, I do. I mean, I should explain, my job is to figure out why people have stopped spending, why they aren’t responding to the ads. When I figure that out we can normally turn it around, turn a bad consumer into someone who is buying as much as they should be.’ Harry looked over at Becca. ‘I know what you’re doing.’

She laughed. ‘What am I doing, Harry Bo?’

‘You’re trying to say that I don’t actually produce anything, because all I do is make sure that people respond to ads and buy stuff. But it’s important, because if they don’t then the economy shuts down and it all goes to hell. Although, I suppose you know that, given that it’s basic economics.’ Harry found another ripe tomato and cut it from the vine.

‘Yeah, I know how it works. And I know the part that you play, the role of advertising in all of it. Would it surprise you to know that we don’t have ads here, Harry? You would be out of a job if you lived here.’

‘I’d like to think they’d employ me as a tomato picker after the great job I’m doing.’

Becca laughed again. ‘Yes, I’m sure they would.’

‘So how does it work here?’

‘We work from the demand side of the economy. That tracker you wear, it observes what you do, and it’s collecting data every second of every day. It calculates your output and your need, and it gets aggregated with all the people in the village. The data feeds into a system that decides what needs to be produced and allocates production resources accordingly. Labour and machinery, mainly. A lot of the production is automated, but we try to do the important stuff ourselves.’

‘Like picking vegetables? Surely that can be automated.’

‘Of course. But by doing it ourselves, everyone, as a community, we build a relationship with our food.’

‘Ok, I get that,’ Harry said. ‘But what if someone wants something that the tracker or your interfaces doesn’t pick up? I mean, it can’t see everything. With the ads, we can watch people, probe their interests, model them and figure out exactly what to advertise to a person to maximise their consumption. Or maximise the achievement of their desires, if you want to put it that way.’

‘We try not to live based on wanting material things. We can’t afford it like you can, Harry. The things in our lives aren’t made of information like they are in yours, and the world is still recovering from the time before, despite this little corner of paradise you see here. Instead, we train ourselves to give up as much as is possible, and to only want what we need.’

‘Doesn’t sound like a very interesting life.’

‘Would it surprise you to know that we only work twenty hours a week here, Harry?’ Becca said. ‘Or at least we do when it’s not harvest season.’

‘Yeah, that would actually.’ He paused as he thought about it. ‘What do you do with the rest of your time?’

‘We learn things, make art, spend time with friends and family, think up ideas, normal things. Human things. We don’t have the distractions you have in your world, so we spend our time differently.’

‘That doesn’t sound too bad.’ Harry rubbed his shoulder. ‘This is hard work though.’

‘I imagine it is for you.’ Becca went silent as she loaded a full tray onto the autocart. ‘I don’t want you to take this as a criticism by the way, my main objective is to send you out with a perspective that things can be different. Our two cultures have come to different solutions to the same problem.’

‘What problem is that?’

‘That there isn’t enough to go around to satisfy everyone’s wants. When the scarcity hit, a lot of the cities of the world brought in the augs to keep the people happy. It allowed the standard of living to be maintained and kept the economy ticking along as it had done beforehand. In fact, consumption increased in a way, and the economy has boomed. Do you know that the cities that tried to go on without the augs all failed?’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘Well, my ancestors came from one of them, and after nearly starving they settled here. Their solution was not to keep the system going, but to look to something new, something different. So we went demand side, and tried some old ideas about communal economies with a new twist. The difference from the times before was that we had the data and the AI and could institute things like collective ownership and a fair division of labour. It’s not perfect, but we keep trying to improve.’

‘But from my perspective,’ Harry said, ‘you’re poor here. As I understand it, the economy still relies on the city for technology and a bunch of other goods.’

‘Yes, it does. But we, and a lot of other communities, are trying to move forward, to build something better for the future. Do you consider yourself smart, Harry? Talented?’

‘That’s subjective.’

‘Oh, stop it. What did you get for your high school cert?’

‘Ninety-eight.’

‘Ninety-eight point what?’

‘Eight.’

‘So, higher than all but one per cent of the population. And from the way you pick tomatoes I’m guessing you just coasted through. So yes, as I suspected, you’re much smarter than average. But rather than pushing through to make scientific discoveries or leading your community, you’re figuring out ways to sell people things they don’t need. And I bet that all your greatest thinkers are doing similar things.’

‘They’re the jobs that pay the best. Because they generate the most income.’

‘But are they the most valuable?’

‘I don’t know,’ Harry said. ‘Maybe not, but we all have to get by as best we can.’

‘That we do,’ Becca said.

They went back to the tomatoes, picking in silence as the sun began to beat down. Becca handed Harry a hat and a glass bottle of water.

‘I don’t mean to be critical, Harry, it’s just rare to find someone from the city who can debate this sort of thing with me, so I tend to go on a bit. And as much as I hate to say it, there aren’t a lot of folk around here who take an interest in these fundamental subjects.’

Harry laughed and coughed up some of his water. ‘That’s ok, it’s good to get the blood going occasionally.’

‘The thing is, when the information revolution came about, we didn’t use it to make our world a better place. Instead we used it to make the world a more efficient and invasive version of what we already had. But that economic system dictated the lifestyle, then the technology reinforced it, and it still does. We’ve tried to break out of it, to free ourselves.’

‘But it’s only the system that led to the incentives that meant the augs and the associated technology came about. It wouldn’t have happened otherwise.’

‘That might be right,’ Becca said. ‘But here we’ve tried to look at human need and go from there, build something closer to our natural state. My main criticism of our system here is that it’s unimaginative, a throwback to an idealised agrarian age, when in fact most people from back then lived short miserable lives while locked in rigid hierarchies and social roles. If anything, we need to be more radical.’

‘It doesn’t matter anyhow, we can’t all live like you do here, it isn’t sustainable. There isn’t enough to go around for everyone.’

‘True,’ Becca said. ‘But there are many ways to live, Harry Bo, and there are people out there trying to make the world better. I can’t tell the future, but I suspect that when the ideal model for a human society is found, it will look more like our village than your city.’

 

They were eating lunch when Harry’s tracker started vibrating on his waist. He tapped it with his finger.

‘Harry, is that you?’ Hannah asked.

‘Hey, babe, how are you?’

‘Things are bad here, Harry. They arrested Mayor Myers, and the police questioned me for an hour. I just got out.’

‘What do you mean? What for?’

‘They’re saying she was responsible for bringing the AugNet down, that it was a plot to embarrass the governor, that she did it for political advantage. I’ve been told I can go, but they have taken Mark in. They can’t have done it, surely. It must be a stitch-up.’

‘Probably best not to talk about it here,’ Harry said.

‘Oh, of course.’ Hannah started crying. ‘What do I do? They’ve sent us home, told us to take the week off. I can’t believe that she did this.’

‘She’s a politician, Hannah. One of the better ones, maybe, but a politician all the same.’

‘So what do I do?’

Harry paused as he thought. ‘I still have the car. I will send it to get you, and you can come up here to me tomorrow morning. It’ll do you good to get out of the city while this is being sorted out.’

‘What if they need to talk to me again? I might need to give evidence.’

‘Did they say that you needed to stay?’

‘Well, no.’

‘Then they probably don’t need you. If they’ve gone and arrested the mayor, then they probably have all the evidence they need.’ He sighed. ‘Pack your bag, the car will be there tonight.’

‘Ok,’ she said. ‘What’s it like there?’

‘It’s beautiful. The people are a bit weird, but it is beautiful.’

‘Alright. I’ll start packing.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow morning. I love you, Hannah.’

‘I love you too.’

Harry disconnected. ‘Tracker, send my car around please.’
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A day spent with the tomatoes had left Harry’s body aching all over, and he decided not to volunteer for another work party. The draw of being near life was still there, but the craving could be as easily sated by a stroll through the forest with far less effort. Besides, Hannah was arriving around noon, and he wanted to be able to meet her.

He didn’t have to go far to be back among nature. The village was surrounded by forest, and there were dozens of well-marked paths leading into the trees. He ambled aimlessly, departing the path when something caught his eye, his mind soaking in the wet, fragrant air, his eyes flitting between the micromovements which flagged the potential presence of an animal.

A life in the city had led Harry to think of nature as a destination, somewhere to visit, an other-place separate from the human-space he and his fellow citizens inhabited. In the village, life wove through every human imposition, nesting in gutters, scurrying through streets, growing through cracks in the pavement. But the humans here thrived as well. The two forces, the natural and the wilful, held one another separate but in reach.

Harry’s tracker vibrated at his waist. He tapped it quickly.

‘Your guest will arrive soon. If you return to the hotel now you will be back before she arrives. Turn around and begin walking along this path. It will return you to where you need to be.’

‘Thanks,’ Harry said, turning and striding back towards the village.

He was closer to town than he had thought, the maze of the tracks creating the illusion of distance through disorientation. The track took him to an exit behind the hotel, and in sight of his car crawling up the street.

Harry jogged so that he was just behind the rear quarter of the car, keeping pace but out of sight, Hannah oblivious to his presence as he watched her lean forward to look out the front window. As the car slowed, Harry moved forward until he was by its side, and Hannah caught sight of him as he entered her peripheral vision. Her face erupted in a smile when she saw him.

The car stopped, and the roof slid back. Hannah leapt to her feet, wrapped her arms around Harry’s shoulders and buried her head in his chest.

 

‘Oh my god, this is amazing,’ Hannah said. She was seated across from Harry at a table in the hotel’s dining room, food piled up on her plate, tiny bites missing from the pieces of the fruit platter she was tentatively exploring.

‘I know. Here, try this.’ Harry handed her a slice of orange.

Hannah took a bite. ‘Shit,’ she said, as juice exploded outwards and ran down her chin.

‘Where did you learn to eat?’ Harry said. Hannah threw her napkin at him.

‘Same place you did, dickhead. This is amazing. How do you suppose they get the juice in?’

‘I think it’s just how they are. It’s to be expected that we respond to it, we’re evolved to eat this sort of thing.’

‘Yeah, that makes sense.’ She took another bite. ‘Are other things here better as well, or just the fruit?’

‘I haven’t seen everything, so I’m not sure, but it seems like some things are better and a lot of things aren’t.’

‘Yeah.’

Harry paused for a moment, thinking. ‘I think that if things are better and worse here it’s because they’re real.’

‘I don’t see how that has anything to do with it. Surely, they’re objectively better or worse, and that’s a product of their characteristics, not whether or not they’re what you call real.’

‘I’m not sure that’s true. But I can’t really back it up, it’s more a feeling.’

‘That’s doesn’t sound like you, Harry. You’ve been in the wilderness too long. Ok, so the fruit rocks, but how about other things, their art and architecture?’

‘I haven’t seen any art, but I’ve seen plenty of amazingly crafted objects. The architecture is plain but that’s limited by the materials they use.’

‘That’s exactly my point. The limitations they’ve imposed on themselves hold them back creatively. You won’t get a piece like Yuri’s dragon here because they don’t have the exposure to imagine it, let alone the right infrastructure. They’d build it out of hay and set it on fire for their midwinter orgy or whatever they do for fun here.’

‘I’ll make sure we’re back here to see that,’ Harry said. ‘You might be right. The city is a technological miracle, and things happen there that could never happen here. Plus, I suspect that this place can get boring.’

‘No doubt.’

‘But you need to see the forest, and the farms, and the plants with food just growing on them, all just made from dirt and water and air. I think I’d forgotten where food originally came from.’

‘We could maybe build you a forest in the city, I could pull some strings.’ Hannah slumped in her chair. ‘That’s if I have a job to go back to.’

‘You’ll have something to go back to, I have faith in you. But forget about it for now, just try to enjoy the break.’

Hannah nodded as she took a sip of milk. ‘So, if you had the choice, would you live here or in the city?’

‘The city,’ Harry said without hesitating. ‘At least once I get my aug back. I think that I’d need to grow up in this environment to be able to handle it.’ He then paused and thought. ‘But maybe ask me in another week or too, it really is peaceful here.’

‘So you say. You haven’t shown me yet.’

Harry stood up. ‘Alright then. Finish up, we’re going for a walk.’

 

‘There’s probably a happy place in between,’ Harry said, as they wound down the path to the river. ‘A little bit of both. Maybe the augs and the energy of the city with the environment here.’

‘I’m sure someone has tried it,’ Hannah said. ‘Apparently these Realer communities come in all shapes and sizes. I was doing some research last night and found out a bunch of cool stuff.’

‘Go on, do share.’

‘Well, if you go another hundred kilometres inland there’s this walled town where a bunch of religious folk pray and farm and wait for the end of the world. Apparently, the last war was the beginning of the end, and we’re in some sort of in-between time before God comes and gets them. There have been heaps of them coming to the city recently because they’re fed up that they haven’t been taken yet.’

‘I suppose I’d be pretty pissed off myself.’

‘Yep. And then, if you go further south, closer to the border, there’s a town that is like a university, and they still do fundamental research. They got their hands on a lot of tech we just don’t have anymore and kind of hoard it, with weird initiations and handshakes for their top academics. We send students down occasionally, and they take the classes, but the real research is all secret, and they sell it to whichever city will pay the most. And there’s also heaps of towns like this one, agricultural types, people who have gone back to farming to survive. I don’t know why they just don’t go to live in the city.’

‘It’s just what they’re used to. They seem to think that this is the best way to live. I disagree but can’t fault their dedication to their ideas.’

‘There’s probably no harm in people living differently,’ Hannah said. ‘You have to wonder what motivates them though.’

‘From what I gather it’s family and community. And maybe purpose through work. Plus some sort of stubborn belief that what they’re doing is more authentic.’

‘Weird. Ooh, is that the river I can hear?’

‘Yeah, it’s just at the bottom of the hill.’

Hannah skipped ahead, getting a lead on Harry before he could match her pace. She held her arms up as she crossed an imaginary finish line.

‘I win,’ she said, before turning and staring out at the water. ‘Oh my, that is beautiful.’

‘Yeah,’ Harry said as he caught up to her. He put his arm around her waist.

After a pause Harry moved over and sat on a large rock. He began to take off his shoes.

‘What are you doing?’

‘We’re going in. Come on, clothes off.’

‘No, Harry, someone will see me!’

‘Alright, just the trousers then, we’ll wade out.’ He pulled off his pants with a flourish.

Hannah paused before joining him on the rock. ‘I can’t believe we’re doing this,’ she said. ‘Surely there has to be rules against it.’

‘I’ll check. Tracker, is there anything stopping me from swimming in this river if I keep my underwear on?’

‘No. Unlike the city, clothing is not required for bathing.’

‘I don’t care what that thing says, I’m keeping something on, just in case someone comes,’ Hannah said. She removed her shirt and her pants leaving only her underwear. Harry did the same.

Harry was first to step out, his foot slicing through the surface of the cool water. He took her hand and led Hannah in, the rush of the water around his ankles rising and falling as it flowed past, his skin rapidly cooling where his wet legs were momentarily exposed to the air. He took three more paces, the water now up to his knees, dragging a reluctant Hannah behind him.

‘It’s cold!’ she said.

‘It’ll be ok when you go under properly, like at the pool.’

He turned to face her and took both of Hannah’s hands, guiding her forward with a smile and gentle tug. She walked with Harry as he went deeper, until he was in up to his midriff. He then reached up and grabbed her, lifting her up in his arms before falling backwards underwater. When he stood up they were both thoroughly soaked.

‘You shit, Harry!’ Hannah said, laughing. She pushed him and he fell backwards obligingly. ‘We didn’t bring a towel.’

‘It’s ok, I’ll keep you warm.’ He stood up and held her, staring for a time before leaning in for a kiss.

‘We’re wet now, we may as well get in properly,’ Hannah said. She dropped down and sat on the bottom of the river, her head sticking out just above the water. ‘Actually, it’s not so bad when you get used to it.’

‘See, I did you a favour.’ Harry joined her, sliding in until their thighs and shoulders were side by side. Hannah put her head on his shoulder.

‘What are we going to do, Harry?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘With our lives. You have no aug, I don’t have a job because my boss has been arrested for treason or something, we’re sitting in a river in the middle of a forest in our underwear and we don’t have a towel.’

‘Well, I can’t help with the no-towel part, but the rest of it will sort itself out.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because it either will or it won’t or worst case we’ll die. Hell, I almost did, but instead I’m sitting here in a river in the middle of a beautiful forest with beautiful you. It doesn’t matter where we live, or what year it is. We eat and drink and marry and have kids and then die. It’s the way we’ve been doing it since people were people.’

‘Do you think that’s in the future for us?’

‘Yeah, I think so. In fact, I’m sure of it.’

Harry ran his hands over the bottom of river, feeling the rocks with his fingers until he found a perfectly smooth one. He took out and saw that it was a dull green, and he threw it away. He began searching again.

‘What are you doing Harry?’

‘Looking for the right rock.’

He leant forward and held his head underwater, searching with his eyes as his hands probed the pebbly riverbed. He saw what he was after. It was small, the size of his thumb, bright red and smooth, with a grain of white quartz running through it.

‘Got it,’ he said, emerging from the water. He crawled over to Hannah until his face was close to hers. ‘Marry me?’ he said, handing her the rock. ‘I mean, it’s not a ring, but I know someone who can sell me one when we get back to the city. I just thought, you know, it’d be good to have something to remember the occasion, you know, either way.’

‘Ok,’ Hannah said. ‘Yes.’ She took the rock from his hand.

‘Ok,’ Harry said. He leant in and kissed her, long and soft, before he withdrew to her side. He looked back at Hannah and grinned, and she returned the smile.

‘Do you like my engagement rock?’ she asked, holding it up in front of her face. ‘My fiancé retrieved it from the bottom of a river for me.’

‘Very much,’ Harry said. He kissed her again. They both leant back in the shallow water and looked skywards.

‘I’m so happy, Harry,’ she said, turning to look at him. She stroked his face. ‘I can’t believe this is happening. Wait up, have you been talking to Tess?’

‘No, why do you ask?’

‘Well, it’s just that we popped into a jewellery store a few weeks back, she wanted a new necklace or something. She caught me looking at the rings while we were there.’

