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Genetic code
is modifiable through cheap and dubious online kits, and the VR
technology of the rich allows them to visit even the most dangerous
slums. Lying in bed in secure buildings, and using hologram
projectors that allow them to be both present and invulnerable,
they stalk the dismal streets looking for ever more exciting
carnage, a child splayed under the wheels of a truck, the bodies of
Ebola victims and the carnage of the resource wars.

These ghostlike
beings drift along the hundred terabit trunklines, since they
cannot substantiate far from a data source. If they pay enough for
the protocols, and their VR gear is comprehensive, then their
substantiation is stronger, and even modifiable, and they can hear
and smell. Hackers flood to where avatars are the thickest,
however, cracking firewalls and into the code stream. They wreak
havoc with the imagery, but also hack along the line, getting to
the source, which is the reclining meat body which controls so much
of the wealth of the society.

Young people
want to hack, old people want to use the system to their advantage,
and groups set up events where code reality is mixed with what they
call real. Anything is possible if you have a high data line and
money and the willingness to take risks.

 


“The Pace of
Change” is an examination of the exponential pace of human
advancement. Starting with the earliest proto-humans and ending
with the present and suspected future, this introduction to the
stories evaluates our technological past.

 


“The
Technology Infection” is about an event, and two irresponsible
teens who attend in the flesh to watch, and, it turns out, to
participate in the mayhem.

 


“Having a
Baby” is the tale of an old woman from Vietnam who, grieving
the loss of her family, has found an illegal and possibly immoral
solution to her inability to procreate.

 


“Moving with
Meat” features Jailee, who wants to crack into the hacker
community, but at thirteen years old she’s an unlikely candidate
unless she has something to offer.


“A Cop in
Times of Trouble” is the bar ramblings of a police officer who
is not impressed by the changes to the society around him.

 


“Your Loved
One” tells the sad story of a man who has lost a remarkable and
tragically ill daughter, only to fear that he’s about to lose her
again.

 


“An Early
Adopter” is the story of a university professor who, unemployed
because of layoffs in the education industry, finds himself locked
into a dubious contract with World Builder Corporation; he is a
software slave operating robots on the edge of human space and
planning his escape.

 


“Done
Ghosting” features a disillusioned avatar who has seen too much
depravity to carry on being casual about misery.

 


“Jimmy’s
Bottle World” tells the story of an impetuous teenager who
quickly gets in over his head when he decides to make a new species
using a corrupt DNA kit.

 


In
“Backwoods Gene Splicer” Aubrey moves into a remote area to
conduct his genetic experiments with the help of children who don’t
realize until it’s too late what they’ve agreed to.

 


“Forced
Disorder” is Ana’s story of careless laziness, and how a
moment’s thoughtlessness has the potential to change the direction
of society.

 


In “The
Station Yarusk” an unwary tourist who has ignored the warnings
tries to feed the animals and takes on more responsibility than he
is prepared for.

 


“On the
Run” tells the story of a teenaged thief caught in a world
changing too rapidly around him for family or even personal
relationships. When he stumbles into a Buddhist compound that all
changes, however, and the object he’s stolen loses its value.

 


In “Not
Everyone Beats the Same Drummer” Uncle Trim has no idea how far
ranging his activist tendencies will be when he indoctrinates his
reluctant nephew.

 


“Deep
Meditation” relates the cold observations of an opportunistic
drone as it watches two people sample illegal delights.

 


In “Dollar
Store Baby” a woman waits for her shelf baby to mature before
she buys, but when it becomes apparent she has waited too long, the
grieving mother-to-be takes action.

 



“Dark-Aged” is about two teenagers who escape their parents’
control but end up lost in a part of France that has no trunklines.
Resourceful even without bandwidth, they fight their way out.

 


When Salim
wakes up the slums in “Immersed,” he realizes his criminal
activity has caught up with him. Only when he wakes again does he
realize that the truth is both more fantastic and sordid.

 


“Monkey
Hacked” tells the story of human and monkey gene mixing from
the point of view of the unfortunate lab tech caught in the
crossfire when the experiments are exposed as illegal, immoral, and
possibly fatal.


 The Pace of
Change

 


Caught by the
runaway train of culture, bearing down on increasingly rickety
track and fearing an imminent smash, we often forget how ponderous
cultural development has always been. Only recently has societal
change been visible to the naked eye, and even so, elements of that
change seem almost glacial. Even technological achievements, which
we point to as representing the pinnacle of western culture, are
relatively stable. The car is scarcely different than its
predecessor a hundred years ago, and housing has survived almost
unchanged for a thousand years. But for a less biased view, we must
cast our vision back a million generations, into the dim world of
our pre-ancestors, where incremental change was not measured in
years, or even lifetimes, but rather crawled with the pace of
epochs.

Billions of
years passed between the origin of life on the planet and the first
stirrings out of the ocean, and still more time was required
before, as sluggish clumsy animals, with the temerity that comes
with radical movement, we tempted the fates by leaving the
competitive life of the seas behind us and venturing into the
intertidal zone. There we lay gasping for millions of years, until
we began to crawl about with greater confidence. Those who came
with us ensured that life on the beach was equally brutish, so
after a hundred million years we crawled inland. The almost
immeasurable eons from this most radical innovation, from our first
venture onto the beach, and the complex animal social structures
that resulted from that move, took another few hundred million
years.

It is at this
time, some six million years ago, that the human narrative begins
to emerge. We spent billions of years in the oceans, untold
millions of years acclimatizing ourselves to the land, but grinding
ahead at a pace that must have seemed tortuously slow, we began to
move into different niches. Six million years ago we left behind
our chimpanzee-like ancestors with a slow wave and set our foot and
hand upon the road that led us to nuclear power and the
internet.

Some two
million years later, as australopithecines, we finally began to
learn the use of fire, although likely we had little control over
it. As Homo habilis we reworked common rocks, and then specialized
in flint and chert to make our tools, leaving our brutish ancestors
to gape in astonishment at our accomplishments. Although the crude
hand axes of the time could be easily mastered by a modern child of
six, they represented a huge leap forward for our not-so-distant
ancestors.

Two million
years ago, we stood on the end of the forest and pondered the broad
savannah, and then unconsciously stepped onto the path that would
lead to the micro-processor and penicillin. Leaving the comforting
dark of the woods for the life of uncertainty that was the plains,
our tools developed with lightning speed. In a mere million years
we had fixed a shaft to the rocks of our ancestors and were
spearing animals metres away from where we had hacked them with our
hand axes.

As Neanderthal,
in the shallow caves of what would become Europe some hundred
thousand years later, with the benefit of nine hundred thousand
years of development, we practiced ritual burial, made what came to
be art, and further refined the stone tools our cultural past had
given us.

In a pace that
accelerates almost immediately, until it seems blinding, only sixty
thousand years later the crude artistic intent of Neanderthal
culture was splashed in broad strokes on the caves at Lascaux,
France and Belogradchik, Bulgaria. As Cro-Magnon, the weight lifter
Neanderthal’s weaker and more bookish cousin, we painted on the
cave walls what we now easily recognize as profound art. Rather
than limit our cultural development to art alone, we chipped and
scraped the rough tools of our ancestors into the fragile fluted
shapes, almost art themselves, of our beautiful weapons. That
innovation took us a mere sixty thousand years.

Nearly twenty
thousand years later, our grunts and mumbles were used to organize
huge hunting parties in narrow canyons, where we gathered every
year with a few hundred others, and trapped migratory animals for
slaughter. Combining in numbers, until we were many hundreds
strong, we killed thousands, thus ensuring our winter’s food, and
inadvertently bringing an end to the mega-fauna of the post-glacial
period; our technology advanced enough to hasten the demise of the
mammoth, the giant wombat, and the giant sloth. In this move we
foreshadowed the Sixth extinction of today, the death of more than
thirty thousand species a year falling before our combined
might.

Fifty thousand
years later, in nearly every corner of the globe, agriculture is
tried out and in some cases abandoned. But in several locations it
proves to be viable, and leaders and priests gathered us in huge
herds as the thrill of power began to infect human culture. It took
fifty thousand years for us to learn to use our new tools to scrape
in the dirt and mimic the fecund world around us, but even while
mass famines and general malnutrition stalked the human species,
our leaders plotted against each other and developed ornate ways to
count the wealth they had gained at our expense. Somehow, in these
bare beginnings, in the development of corn from a grass, squash
and peppers and tomatoes from tiny pods, we stepped timidly on the
path that would lead us to Monsanto terminator genes and
industrial, oil-based pesticides.

From that
misstep, from that agricultural beginning, the pace of change has
been increasingly rapid. Caught in a bewildering fog of
anticipation and misunderstanding, and still only suited to the
vagaries of weather and the certainty of the cave, we muddled our
way into cities and complex social hierarchies. Cities sprung up
before us, the unprepared primate, and with our head so easily
turned by the new bauble, we walked the streets with pride on every
continent but cold Antarctica.

The rapidity of
change comes with a price, naturally enough. Even with the heritage
of our ancestors, we are not so mesmerized by the delight of the
city’s complexities that we are unaware of the wars fought over
resources and endless expansionism. We sense, in the fog that
represents millions of years of social understanding, that our
leaders are dimly aware of what they do. Running after the runaway
train of their desires and wishes, they have boxed us into narrow
streets and confining houses and rules.

With the
crowding of the cities, comes the huge armies our leaders raised
from the many idle citizens of our towns. Finally, after millions
of years, our primate self slowly begins to understand the price we
paid for every step away from the source. The last ten thousand
years, although they are marked by innovations that would have
Homo-Habilis leaning on Neanderthal’s shoulder in shock, are rife
with bloody wars. The satisfaction and misgivings that Cro-Magnon
felt when stabbing a careless person from across the valley are
gone now, forever subsumed in ideologies and rationales.
Hierarchies so vast and monolithic they are beyond the control of
the primate who invented them spring into being and then, their
potential exhausted, disappear. Humanity tries one experiment after
another in an attempt to cope with this new life, and in the brief
moment that it has been in existence, most experiments fail.

The cities give
us a leisure class, who produce art and music, the windmill and
water power, and more importantly, printing. Suddenly whole forests
are pressed into service, as our primate instincts, caught in this
bewildering new world, try to understand what is happening to them.
The animism of the ancient world that made perfect sense in the
cave cannot cope with the strangeness of our new lives. One
religion after another is tried out, as if belief systems might
answer how to live in crowds, how to cope with change.

Monolithic
religious systems take root and then begin to wield a power of
their own, their only model being the hierarchal dictatorships and
monarchies around them. Thousands fell in wars fought about ideals
that were as silly as they were new, but victim to the headlong
motion around us, we walked into fires and upon metal spikes,
although we were uncertain what we were sacrificing ourselves
for.

In the last
thousand years, the pace has become bewilderingly fast.
Technological achievement in terms of art and architecture, civil
engineering projects which combine huge areas for commerce and
conquest, confuse the lost primate in this strange new world. Our
turn to religion directed us onto the killing fields of religious
belief, and our poor understanding of science rewarded us with
eugenics, Darwin’s brilliant innovation serving the basest of human
wishes. Desperate finally, we tried social reforms, and in the
waning years of the cultural tide, brought the children out of the
mines to stand blinking in the sun, recognized women’s intelligence
and ability, and tried to overturn various discriminations, some as
old as humans themselves and others new. A thousand social
innovations were tried out and abandoned. Finally, in unison, some
billions strong, we watched in wonder as millions were mobilized
against each other, as the auto took to the street, as wonder drugs
cured the side effects of other wonder drugs, and the huge edifice
of our cultural juggernaut, more monstrous and more confusing than
we could ever hope to understand, rolled ponderously over us.

Bewildered by
our own cleverness, like an ant caught in the picnic basket and set
down on a kitchen floor, our primate self has no real understanding
of what we have done. Frustrated, caught in the web of our creation
and waiting for the spider, we fear that we consume ourselves. We
have built, almost unconsciously, an edifice so beyond our cultural
comprehension that we play as though children on the rough stone
floor of giants. Our cultural sensibilities have not been able to
keep up to the pace of change, and have been left behind, gasping
after the move from the small groups on the plains to the first
cities.

Perhaps if we’d
stayed a bit longer in the villages, and gradually honed the stone
tools Neanderthal had leant us, we might be more acclimatized to
the raging torrent that pushes us inevitably forward. If the cities
began as an experiment in living, a cultural artefact that others
might come to and ponder and work upon, instead of a human
experiment on a living population, then we might have developed
cultural ways to understand them. As it is, we live in groups so
huge we are constantly surrounded by strangers. We exchange labour
for services in a system so arcane we cannot begin to understand
our alienation from it, and our few cultural ways of coping are
overwhelmed by the complexity and fickle nature of our
creation.

Groping in the
dark, with our primate inclinations still engaged, we seek online
chat groups and like-minded individuals. We try to duplicate the
small social groups of our past with a fanatical attachment to
meaningless organizations, like sports teams and churches, the
Rotary and our high school. A primate in a cage, responsible
somehow for satellites and the internet, for corn deformed at the
genetic level, for a host of new diseases, for a planet so trampled
upon that species are dying by the score, we rattle the bars
desultorily, as though in shaking them, we might find a way
out.

Cultural ways
of coping are catching up, but caught in the moment as we are, in a
mere lifespan of seventy years, we are impatient. We want a
functioning culture now. We want crowding without disease, without
environmental destruction, and what is more dear to our hearts,
without the murderous rampages of war or domestic abuse. If the
past is any indication, we must wait for many thousands of years
for the paradise that we can imagine but not bring to pass.

Perhaps the
Cro-Magnons were right to work ever more slowly on the stone knife,
and only gradually release what lay slumbering in the rough tools
they had inherited from their Neanderthal cousins. Rapid change,
they may have thought, might bring death to so many animals that
they couldn’t sustain their population. A new and improved knife
and spear might mean the death of all.

If the
monstrous runaway machine of technological achievement gives us the
breathing space of a mere few hundred generations, we will move
then, from the frightened primates that we are, to coherent urban
citizens, with systems able to handle our numbers and vicissitudes.
Likely, we will reduce our population, having tamed the reptilian
brain that urges us to breed before the careening truck of
starvation, and we will work on the problems that might better
demand our time. Without the silly dreams of our childhood gods,
without the strident demands of corrupt political leaders, what
meaning could we make of our lives?

This collection
is a series of thought experiments on that question, as for good or
ill, we destroy worst hoping for better.


The Technology
Infection

 


 The night
of the techfection I was going downtown with Chris. He’d found an
Aielee show was happening with hundred terabit lines for both the
show and the patrons and he wanted to crash it, old-timey style. We
weren’t alone. As we roof-topped our way to the square where the
cops had kettled a bunch of rioters and cleared the building they’d
hid in, there were others ahead of us, moving fast through the
illegal catwalks and rooftop venues set up for the show.

“Modifieds.”
Chris gestured toward them unnecessarily. They were prancing
sideways like monkeys, likely short-term genehacked to make the
trip easier, but dangerous. Some genes took, or RNAed themselves in
and disrupted normal programming. We were roided for the agility
and some muscle mass in case we had to shoulder into the
invite-only venue, but I would never hack. The waterfront was
littered with people who had hacked, some of them in the old days
when researchers would pay you good money to inject, and some from
more modern times, visibly beating back the cheap genework with
ever more elaborate kits.

“Would you do
it?” I asked Chris, for usually he was on the forefront.

“Did a plant
thing once. Sitting in the sun, soaking up nutrient in water. That
kind of thing.”

I believed him
at first, let him hack right in, then I saw his lopsided grin, the
one he reserved for friends, or someone in his way. “That’s a mod
that’d cost you,” I said, playing along even as we clambered up the
side of the temporary staging that had sprung up for the show. The
staging was grown on site, and by the look of the junctures, I
would guess they had spliced in rapidity, for it was swaying just
from the force of our climb.

“Come on.”
Chris beckoned and then disappeared into one of the lower floors.
It would be a mistake to arrive together. With the venue over half
avatars and the rest careless hacks and opportunists, we would
blend better arriving one at a time. I went across the top floor,
the doubled reed buckling with my weight and sending some of the
avatars scurrying for the safety of more stable code. They’d given
themselves away when the trunklines faltered trying to keep them
solid. The monkey boys were way ahead of us, making for the centre
ring, where code was flying as the show put itself together.

The swelling
sound came at us almost physically through the air, and I settled
into a sweet spot on the second to top floor to watch the fun. Some
of the monkeys had pranced too close, and were being taken apart by
the venue operators. There had to be some rules, they told us, even
with an illegal venue, or else the sightseers would ruin it for the
rest. They were right. I’d seen a show overrun by applets and
avatars, weaving themselves into the code so they became the story,
attenuating themselves even as they weakened the main show.

Some of the
monkeys dropped back, burned from the lasers, and one of them came
toward me, walking through three or four avatars—careless—before
settling on a railing that divided the recording floor from the
authorities who kept the peace and made sure they had a product to
sell. “That’ll calm the monkeys down,” Chris said right behind me
and I jumped.

“What the hell,
man? I thought you were on the downside.” I pointed to the floor
below me.

“Nothing to see
down there. You have the rich blood here.” Even as Chris spoke
Aielee fired up and hologram scaffolding rose into the night. The
reals moved to see, but the avatars, at least those new to the
business, stood where they were, forgetting their views from their
displays at home didn’t represent their view in the venue.
“Amateurs,” Chris snorted, and reached through one of the guests
for a drink.

It was faintly
illegal and mostly gauche to admit the avatars weren’t real, that
they were nothing more than an artefact of hundred terabit
trunklines and someone’s fear of leaving the house, but more and
more people, like the monkey on the opposite end of the floor, were
ignoring propriety and law. The reals were getting sick of avatars
risking nothing and pretending to take up space.

As the show
swelled around us, coding mixed in the crowd and the avatars came
into their own. They were as much the show as the swelling balloons
of hologram architecture that rose over the ruins of the old
apartment building. Avatars flickered into different forms, fought
mock battles and merged to hog space, bloated, hanging over the
railing’s edge and forcing real physics to bend with their excess,
the floor dipping where the code was thickest, conforming the world
to the image.

I was more
interested in Aielee than them, so reluctant to go close to the
edge when the building was so unstable, I peered around and through
some of the guests, while Aielee rebuilt the apartment block that
had been destroyed. Then they filled it with those avatars who had
pre-booked and were willing to corrupt their own code with old
timey imagery and Aielee control. It was magnificent. There were
even belching trucks and cars in the street, laundry hanging off
hemp lines, and people calling to one another from balconies.

“They must have
had some footage,” I called over to Chris, who was negotiating with
staff, trading credits for space so we could stay.

“Nah,” he
replied. “They’re riding off film space.”

He didn’t know
what he was talking about. I’d seen film space and it always looked
a bit hacked in the way it wove from one scene to another, but I
kept my peace. He was the one trading credits after all, and he’d
invited me.

Aielee was
famous for building a scene and then bringing it to the crowd,
political reruns and cop bait, and tonight was no exception. We
knew what to expect, somewhat, when we saw the building rear into
the sky, so it was no surprise when the building fell shabbily into
disrepair, and the people fell burning and screaming from their
balconies.

“I bet that got
a few avatars who didn’t look through their code,” I remarked, but
Chris was busy with negotiations, this time for a code
entrance.

We waited,
expectant, knowing Aielee was going to rough its way to the next
scene, and that some of the venues were going to be hit. Sure
enough, cop avatars came through with bulldozers, just like reals,
and when they code-splintered the fragile scaffolding that held the
venues, some avatars at first reeled and then grinned, confident in
their safety. “They don’t know Aielee.” Chris was at my ear
again.

The scaffolding
splintered and shook, and then was under the bulldozers. Avatars,
their code compromised from being on the Aielee trunklines, fell
under the treads and were crushed, realistic blood spewing from
ghostly veins and amongst them, some liquid blood too, as monkeys
and a few other reals were caught in the destruction that was
Aielee’s take on the scene. Our building wasn’t ripped, probably
because Chris had an in, but it was about then that everything went
to shit.

Avatars were
popping in and out, worried they’d be taken down next, and likely
some of them were struggling with Aielee code, for the two that had
merged suddenly went on a feeding frenzy and gobbled up several
others around them. Finally, as they ballooned, the scaffolding
under them, coded for the show, buckled and spilled them to the
lower floor where they struggled as Aielee had them absorb more
avatars and then take on those parts of the building that were show
images.

“That’s cool.”
I leaned over to Chris, who was chatting with a monkey and
gesturing towards the avatars. Everyone’s coding was compromised
and as the venue filled with cops, springing out of the willowy
walls and from the floors, the floor heaved under the code weight
and we watched those people who thought they were safe at home duck
and run from cops, whose batons were out and spraying bright
streamers of coded mace. Avatars ducked past us crying out and fell
over the edge of the venue to be taken up by the bulldozers and
pushed towards the apartment building that now filled up with
rioters and activists.

Belatedly, I
realized the apartment building was stacked. I pointed it out to
Chris and the monkey. “Those are avatars in there, side coded away
from their venues.”

“Yeah. They
went with cheaper channels and now they’re paying the price.”

The monkey
gibbered a moment and I stared until I realized I was being brain
hacked. Chris had apparently told the monkey what I thought of
modifieds.

“Yeah, fuck you
too,” I said to his monkey hoots of delight.

Aielee was in
full swing. Avatars were trying to code back into the show, and the
display was happening all around us when my watch started to shift.
The monkey noticed it first, although it was on my wrist. It was an
old timey watch I’d bought in the street on the way in. Digital
face, grey, plastic all around instead of printed metal. I thought
it kind of said something about me, although I wasn’t sure what
that was.

I glanced down
as it folded open, leaving a slide bar, analogue-style, and some
characters in Japanese. I wasn’t about to ask an avatar to down
speed the language so we could tell what it was, so I followed the
only thing I understood on the device and slid the bar to English.
That started something. The watch folded, unfolded again in another
origami like configuration and then chattered out commands. The
coding that held the venue together responded and our building
began to shift on its temporary supports.

“Oh shit,” the
monkey said as he slid backwards towards the edge. Chris and I held
onto the railing and watched as our venue, made from code-weaved
RNA-hacked fibre, strode towards the bulldozers and the hapless
avatars fighting their hacked substrate. I was drawing attention.
The monkey’s exclamation, and the massive code stream coming from
my watch, lured the crowd to me.

Luckily, Chris
was on the ball, for he pulled a knife, and against my thoughtless
protests cut the strap and threw the watch into the scrum, where it
tipped over the edge, falling the ten floors or so past the
programming it was rapidly decoding. “Time to exit, man. Show’s
over.”

Taking Chris’
advice, I heaved through a dozen closing avatars who were gasping,
trying to find the code source before their data ripped. Wishing
I’d monkey hacked, I dropped with Chris to the next floor, and then
leapfrogged from our tottering building to another only slightly
more stable one which was turning questing floors to the code
source that was getting stronger.

“What the hell
was that?” I asked Chris when we were sliding down a stairwell that
had no steps, since it was built more for verisimilitude than human
feet.

“Easter egg,”
Chris yelled back triumphantly. “You were the one who brought in
the Easter egg.”

I’d heard about
them. Apparently at some of the bigger shows one of the designers
would slip rogue programming into the main scripts, unwind the
whole thing. The effect was supposed to be amazing, kind of a
fractal free-for-all where avatars blended with background and show
structures took on animation. I’d even heard at one of the Aielee
shows the Easter egg had spawned a whole new code structure and now
the block where it happened was unsafe and shifting, like hacked
water. Easter eggs were hidden in a real device, usually slipped
inadvertently into the show, and they were triggered by an event,
or sometimes a command.

“How did they
plant that on me?” I yelled back to Chris, for I was outpacing him
now, the roid implants kicking in.

“You never
know.” Chris grinned and I realized.

“You set me up.
You brought me out to be ripped at an Aielee show.” I was touched.
It was the best present he could have given me, and there was no
way I could repay him.

“You told me
you’d never seen one of their shows. I called in a favour.” Chris
caught up to me and we panted against the side of a building
waiting out the cops fanning in from the burbs now that the call
had gone out. “Their stuff’s amazing, but now you have a story to
go along with it.”

I was quiet. I
owed Chris big time and I had no idea what to say.

“Come on,”
Chris broke the silence. “Let’s head to a connection and we’ll
avatar in and see what you did. I think they’ll be a while cleaning
up this one.”


Having a Baby

 


 For the first time since coming
to this country, this jostling, foreign smelling land, Nhi had a
purpose. She was going to have a baby. Every time she thought of
her dream, she was abruptly reminded of her children back home,
their mouths open like fish, drowning, but she pushed the thought
away and turned her bicycle to avoid a lumbering trang in
her path.

They were
everywhere, clustered where the bandwidth was high. Avatar
trang, the owners of the ghosts afraid to leave their
houses, and rich enough they need not earn a living, so they sent
out their consciousness, translucent, stretched thin like rice
paper, into a world they otherwise would like to avoid. Nhi
pictured them, their mouths blowing gentle bubbles as they left
behind their listless, well-fed, pasty bodies in beds and chairs.
Stupid. The body is our pleasure and our temple. Nhi had learned
that on the family boat after the waters rose. You never desert the
body. That is suicide and results in the arduous climb back up to
human through species you never even knew existed. Nhi whispered a
prayer to the bodhisattva that having a baby wouldn’t violate that
law.

Nhi swerved
again, cursing the bandwidth and what it gave birth to. Someone had
hacked the line in front of her so the avatars were born as babies,
mewling, pink and crawling, and then growing rapidly to their true
form, lean or fat, depending on how much money
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