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				July 2099

				Step by step, my feet hit the ground. Over and over. I run across grassy meadows and forest floors, through streams and muddy creeks, past gangly trees and thorny bushes.

				Apart from a few birds and a squirrel rustling somewhere, all I can hear is the rasp of my breath and the rush of wind past my ears. I don’t know where I’m going. I’m not following a path. Just onward. Forward. Away from school.

				Away from Oaktree, the only place I’ve ever considered home. Away, from humans, from units, from everyone I’ve ever known or loved.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				I’m beginning to forget a world outside of blurry green woods exists, yet my feet never get tired and I haven’t once been out of breath.

				I’ve stumbled across a gentle stream, hidden from all sides by a clump of thick-leaved trees. In my hands, clutched to the hospital gown I’ve been wearing the whole time I’ve been running, is a bottle of hair dye.

				On my way through the countryside I saw a sign of human life. A motorway. Not all the cars were speeding straight down; a few were slowing, pulling over into a lay-by. I could just make out a small building, tucked away behind trees. A motorway service station? A shop? Someone’s house?

				It didn’t take me long to get down there. I pushed the worries – What was that? Miles and miles in two minutes? – out of my head and crouched down low in the bushes. It was a perfectly square concrete building, next to a big green road sign, with no clue to what was on the inside. Just a pair of shiny automatic doors that reflected the green foliage back at itself.

				I didn’t think it seemed like someone’s house. But what did I know? Maybe this was what normal houses were like out in the countryside, outside of London or Oaktree. If it was a shop, was it a Company shop? My Company, or another one? Would my chip get me in? And did that mean there’d be a shop assistant in there? Or would a unit be serving the customers? I didn’t know which would be worse. Would a unit be more likely to recognise me than a human would? Would a unit turn me in?

				A car pulled up outside the building and I ducked my head lower into the leaves. A man in a business suit got out. I looked for the Company logo – a green leaf inside a circle on his clothes – but I couldn’t see it from this distance. The man walked over to the building, pressed a button on the wall and the doors slid open for him. He might not have been a worker for any company; he could be a travelling salesman. In that case, anyone’s chip could beep them in. Maybe mine would work. That was when I remembered I didn’t even have a chip any more. Dr Tavish said it had been removed. They’ll only put a new one in if I go to prison.

				His words echoed in my head for the first time in days.

				You are the replica unit. We downloaded Millie’s thoughts and memories into your brain and made you identical to her in every way. We put a device in you that we could detonate remotely. And no one suspected, not for a minute.

				My thoughts. My memories. Not mine at all.

				I was still thinking about chips and jails and medical-centre revelations when the doors swished open again and the businessman emerged with a brightly coloured mudge block, which he tucked into his jacket. Food. I hadn’t thought about food in however long I’d been running away. The unexpected sight of it made my stomach gurgle.

				The man got into his car and drove off, wheels squealing. I’ll just have a look, I thought. I’ll just stick my head in, and if there’s an assistant, I’ll run. Even if it’s a unit. I shook my head at myself. Especially if it’s a unit.

				Before I could over-think it, I jumped up from the bushes and ran over to the building. I pressed the button and the doors swished open. It was dark inside and my eyes took a minute to adjust, but gradually the shelves lit up from the bottom to the top. There were shelves and shelves and shelves. All three walls behind the doors were lined with shelves, full of products protected by glass. It was just a massive square of storage. With one glowing screen in the middle. I slowly let out the breath I’d been holding – no one else was here. I was alone.

				This place really had everything. Food – all different types and flavours of mudge – vacuum-packed clothes, toiletries, toothbrushes, eyelash fibres. Hair dye. And scissors.

				My eyes widened. I almost heard the ding of the light bulb above my head.

				The screen said ‘SCAN CHIP HERE’. Right. Even though I knew it wasn’t going to work, I waved my finger over it. Nothing happened. I waved again, just in case. I thought, Maybe there are still some fragments of chip left in there, that the machine can detect, but no. Still nothing happened.

				I folded my fingers into a fist. The hair dye was right by my eyeline. Just a layer of glass between us. I took a deep breath. Could I? Would it be possible?

				I’ll just try it once, and if it works, I can go for the more important stuff, I thought. Like food, or a change of clothes. The worst that can happen is that my fist will just bounce off. Actually, the worst that could happen was that I could break my hand. Or cut it. On the run and injured . . .

				Shut up, shut up. I took aim. Closed my eyes. This is ridiculous. I hit the glass and it exploded outwards, shattering into a thousand pieces, spraying my face. An alarm went off and the whole cubicle flashed with white light. I grabbed the hair-dye bottle off the shelf and dashed for the exit. But there was a barrier coming down over the door. I reached out and gripped it with my hand. It made a massive creaking sound. I pushed the barrier upwards, with almost no effort, and escaped under it. I ran away from the building, ducking under the road sign, through the trees and bushes. The countryside became a green blur around me, but still the alarm rang in my ears.

				I only stopped when I reached this stream.

				So here I am. Among the reeds and the slurping mud on the bank, kneeling over the gushing stream. I am awkwardly applying the dye, which has turned out to be lilac. My reflection quivers in the running water. It won’t stay still enough for me to see what I look like. And now my hands are stained lavender.

				Lavender. The road sign outside the motorway station suddenly jumps into my brain. Lavender Place, 5 miles. Lavender Place. My parents’ ‘country’ home – as opposed to their three-floor apartment in the Company’s central-London complex – is in a gated community called Lavender Place, just outside London.

				Have I come that far? Have I run almost all the way to London? Usually to get from Oaktree to London I’d have to spend hours on the shuttle. Have I been unconsciously heading this way? All this time, thinking I was running to nowhere, was part of me aiming for here?

				Relief washes over me in a gentle warm wave. Safety is so close. My plan shrinks down from the massive, unfocused idea of ‘staying away from people’ to one simple point: find my parents’ house. That’s all I have to do.

				I automatically flick my finger to log on to my RetinaChip. And sigh when I remember for the billionth time that it’s gone. I can’t just bring up a map of the area and work out where I am.

				There are trees all around me. I could climb up one and see where I am from up high. But something in me shrinks from that. What if I fell? I’d break every bone in my body.

				So? another part of me pipes up. You just punched a sheet of glass into smithereens without a scratch on you. Falling out of a tree probably wouldn’t even hurt.

				I don’t have much choice, so I start to climb. It’s much, much easier than climbing trees at school ever was. I can stretch further, my legs don’t get tired and the rough bark doesn’t hurt my hands. I reach the very top, the wind catching my hair, and look out across the fields. Barely a mile away there’s a circle of enormous houses, their pointed roofs sticking out over the trees. One even has a turret, like an old-fashioned castle. Beyond them there’s another circle of houses, and beyond that another. Further away I can see the hazy silhouette of skyscrapers, just over the horizon. I focus on a flag sticking out of one of the houses, snapping in the wind. It’s got the Company logo on it. My Company.

				I go in the back way. All the mansions are built to a template, with identikit manicured gardens and octagonal summer houses, but I know I’ll recognise my parents’ house by the enormous gazebo in the garden. They had it built next to the pool; they wanted a place they could entertain guests and carry out business meetings. Three summers ago, the groundbots were building it when we came home from Oaktree and Jake and I weren’t allowed to use the pool for weeks.

				It’s the third house along. I climb over the fence at the bottom of the garden, but misjudge my balance at the top and fall down, into a hedge that’s shaped like a dove. I freeze, waiting for the groundbots to come rushing over and find me, but it doesn’t happen. I tentatively pop my head up, but I can’t see any groundbots. There’s nothing in the grounds at all. Usually they work all year round.

				I reach the back door, expecting it to be locked, but it’s slightly ajar. They’re home? They’re never home.

				I push it open wider. ‘Mum?’ I call. ‘Dad?’

				I step inside the kitchen. It’s deathly quiet and completely still. The surfaces are as clean and shiny as always, but the team of foodbots usually clanging around, working to prepare the next meal, is missing. I stand in the empty kitchen, my ears straining for a noise.

				There’s nothing. But they must be here. I cross the kitchen, so tentative I’m almost walking on tiptoes. The entrance hall looks the same as always: the shiny marble floor that goes on forever; the giant cream vases, filled with fresh flowers, balanced on narrow podiums. Jake and I developed a game last summer of sliding around the floor in our socks and obviously, because you don’t exactly have the optimum amount of control when you’re using your socks for forward propulsion, we may have smashed a few vases. Luckily our parents were away on business trips at the time so they never found out. Passing a vase now, I can see a thin layer of grey dust along the rim. That’s weird – usually the cleanbots keep everything immaculate.

				I run up the sweeping staircase, taking the cream-carpeted steps two at a time. ‘Mum? Dad?’ There’s still no answer. There doesn’t seem to be anyone on the upper floor either. I check both their studies, in case they’re on really involved conference calls or something, but nothing. What should I do? Hang around until they get back? Try to contact them to let them know I’m here?

				I push the door to my own room open. It looks exactly the same as it did when I was last here, a year ago: clean white bed neatly made, white carpet and white walls dazzling in the sunshine that pours in from the wide window. I remember the last Winter Festival, when I couldn’t go home because I had to have a skin graft on the scar across my face. The scar I thought had been caused by a unit exploding at a unit-rights rally, knocking me into a coma for two days. But all that was just a decoy so Dr Tavish and the Humans First terrorists could swap me, a unit, with the body of the human Millie. My stomach drops like a stone into a pond and I sit down heavily on my perfectly made bed.

				All those issues I had with my brain and my memory, they weren’t side effects of a head injury; they were glitches of a new unit system being used for the first time. How could I not have guessed? How didn’t anyone else realise? Even my skin graft was carried out by Dr Tavish. Everyone thought it was fine because he was supposed to be an expert in head injuries. But all along he was an engineer, updating my brain right under the Company’s nose. With the Company’s permission.

				And Lu. I hiccup out a sob, clapping my hand to my mouth and squeezing my eyes shut. Poor Lu, who never hurt anyone in her whole life, who always just wanted to help, who probably came straight downstairs that night she got a message from ‘me’, saying I was outside at the Oaktree. My stomach curls into a ball as I think of it.

				I’ll never see her again. She won’t ever get to go back home, grow up, leave Oaktree and become a Company executive. And it’s all because of me.

				I don’t remember anything, but it all makes sense. How could I have done that? In my mind images flash up – Lu’s body, laid out below the tree the next morning. How could that have been me?

				But I’m not me any more. I’m not blood and flesh and bone. I’m metal. Titanium. And I can’t change it. I can’t go back.

				A tear wells up in my eye and falls on to the bedcover.

				And that’s without even considering the device. The device Dr Tavish installed so I would blow up the whole school as soon as the government tried to pass the Unit Rights Act. I’m literally a ticking time bomb. I could explode into a million pieces at any moment. More tears drip down my face, as I rock back and forth, hugging myself.

				And then, from downstairs, there’s a creak.

				I’m instantly alert. Wiping my face, I call out, ‘Hello?’

				There’s no response. But I know I heard it. I run out on to the landing. ‘Mum? Dad? Are you back?’

				The entrance hall is deserted. ‘Is someone there?’ I call out as I hurry down the stairs. The kitchen door is open a crack. Did I leave it like that, or is someone in there? I push through it, but it’s as empty as it was before. For a second I just stand there, looking around at the gleaming counters.

				And then I’m grabbed from behind.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				I shriek, jumping forward, but two men in uniforms tackle me. One holds my shoulders while the other slaps a pair of handcuffs on to my wrists.

				‘Keep calm,’ one of them says in a low voice. ‘Don’t do anything rash.’ I don’t know if he’s talking to me or the other police officer. His voice is calming, but there’s a hard edge there, a strain. He’s worried. I wriggle out of their grasp for a split second and make a dash across the kitchen, but a third officer is suddenly between me and the door and he grabs me.

				My heart is hammering against my ribcage. What can I do? According to Dr Tavish I’m meant to be a unit with strength ten times that of a human. Could I overpower them? The shock of being caught has sent my mind skittering all over the place, unable to focus. I don’t feel like a unit taking on three vulnerable humans. I feel like a thirteen-year-old girl against three adult men who do this for a living.

				They’re not even Company representatives, I suddenly realise with horror. They’re real police from the outside world. I’ve only ever seen police officers in films before, and now I’ve been handcuffed by them.

				Their uniforms are dark blue with a badge sewn into the chest. I can just make out the lettering on it: London Metropolitan Security around a crest. But I thought a team of units kept the peace in London. We were taught it in world culture: it’s the only thing the Big Four companies all fund together. They have done since they all moved their individual headquarters to the city. Is there something stopping them sending in units to arrest a unit? It can’t be a strength thing. Aren’t they worried I’ll overpower the humans?

				They start guiding me through the house, towards the entrance hall. I’m caught. I’ve been caught.

				‘My parents . . .’ I say, out of nowhere. My voice sounds about ten thousand miles away. ‘If my parents knew about this . . .’

				And then it clicks. My parents already know about this. It’s their house. The police must have known I might come here, and my parents let them use their house to catch me. They set me up. My own parents. I take a big, wet breath, my throat all clogged up, and tears well up in my eyes again.

				We step outside the front door and there, on the drive, is a van with the London Metropolitan Security badge across the back doors. I’m going to prison. They’re going to lock me up and I’ll be stuck in prison, forever, with all the other killerbots, for something I never meant to do –

				Something inside me snaps and suddenly I’m making a break for it, knocking the officers’ arms out of the way and running across the gravel. I’m waddling slightly because of the handcuffs pinning my hands behind my back, but I’m getting away and then I hear the unmistakable click of a gun.

				‘Don’t move!’ one of them yells from behind me.

				I freeze. Even though I know, I know, that a bullet shot at a unit would just bounce right back, I can’t help it. I can’t face down a gun.

				They approach me cautiously. I turn to face them. The gun is trained directly on me, but the officers are scared. I can see it in their clenched, pale faces and the way they move towards me, slowly, one step at a time.

				When they reach me the officer holding the gun stops, just close enough that I can see how tightly his hands are gripping the weapon. The other officer, hands outstretched like he’s approaching a wild animal, slowly inches around me, then lunges, grabbing my arms again. I flinch with surprise.

				‘Don’t move!’ the gunman shrieks, so loudly I jump again. ‘No sudden movements!’

				They bundle me into the back of the police van, and, aware of the gun, I don’t struggle. But as they slam the doors, something occurs to me. There’s no way they thought I was a human when they threatened me with the gun, and they would never be that scared of a normal thirteen-year-old girl, so they must think I’m a unit fitted with a deadly device that could detonate at any moment. But then, why arrest me? Why try to lock me up at all? Why didn’t they just deprogramme me? If a unit is a danger to humans, it’s automatically deprogrammed; its brain is shut down so it no longer has autonomous thought. Why didn’t they do that to me? Could this be to do with the new unit-rights laws that were passed? Have they changed everything?

				I try to remember all those debate lessons, at Oaktree, when we had to copy down note after note about the Unit Rights Act. Welbeck’s droning voice drills into my brain. The act would give units equal rights to humans – equal pay, restricted working hours, housing provided by their employer – but there were all sorts of things we never discussed in class. Like units being deemed responsible for their own actions, rather than it being the fault of their creators. Like me being charged with murder and assault, even though Dr Tavish and Humans First were the ones who built me, programmed me and remotely controlled me. No wonder it was so controversial.

				The van’s engine starts with a jolt and I fall backwards on to the metal floor. I let out a big ‘oof’ of surprise. The walls, the floor, everything is shuddering as the wheels rumble below us. There are no windows. The van crunches through gravel then turns, throwing me against the side. We’re on a smoother surface. A road. We pick up speed, the engine droning like a bluebottle, the noise of other cars flashing past us.

				I’m still crying, tears are blurring my vision. What can I do? Where are we now? Will they actually put me in prison? I hiccup. Do units even have the right to a fair trial now? Or will they just lock me up? My breathing is rasping in and out, faster and faster. What’s going to happen to me? I press my fingertips into my eye sockets until my vision goes blotchy and red.

				Then I move my hands back and look at them. The handcuffs have broken. The link holding them has split neatly in two.

				I look again at the handcuffs. My hands are free. And they seem the same as usual. My wrists too – they’re not even red beneath the cuffs.

				Wait . . .

				I don’t think about it. I just do it.

				I throw my whole body against the side of the van in one swift movement. There’s a violent swerve, which sends me pinballing into the opposite side. The wheels outside squeal, but then the van rights itself. Before it can recover too much I shove forward again, pushing my arms right up against the side, so hard that the van teeters. It feels like we’re overbalancing. Outside there’s a blast from another car’s horn and wheels screech and then there’s an almighty crash, like cymbals on my eardrums. The whole van judders, sending me back across the floor and then halfway up a wall and back down again. Then it tips over, slamming to the ground on one side. Everything is upturned – I roll over and over, knees over head over arms over legs until I land in a heap. Grey smoke has filled the van and I waft it away from my face, coughing.

				The doors are now crumpled, and swinging half open. I sidle out, on to the road. A car shoots right past me, buffeting me back in its slipstream. The van has crashed into a lamp post. The bonnet has concertinaed and the engine is billowing out a grey cloud. My heart is in my throat – have the police officers survived? Should I help them? – when the driver’s door is pushed open. Without another second’s pause I stumble away down the road as fast as I can.

				Got to get away, keep running. Either the same officers will be after me soon, or new ones will. There will always be someone after me from now on, I know that now. Will I ever be able to relax? With thoughts like these bouncing erratically around my head, I can’t concentrate, I can’t get in the right head state to work out where I am or where I’m going. I can feel the muscles in my calves tightening with every step, my pulse beating in my throat, sweat prickling at the nape of my neck. I’m already flagging. There’s too much going on for me to escape my own mind: flashing lights, neon signs, images flashing past on screens.

				Cars whip past me, dazzling me with their headlights. I realise, suddenly, that there are people everywhere, faces and bodies whirling around me, blurring into one another. Pink and orange blotches are crowding my vision and the world is gently spinning, faster and faster, like a merry-go-round. My knees wobble and I can’t catch my breath. I push out with both arms, trying to create some space around me, but I trip over my own feet and fall to the ground. People step over me, barely seeing me. I look up, past them.

				I’m in some sort of city square. Piccadilly Circus, I think, though I only know it from pictures. I’ve never been here before. There are screens and neon adverts everywhere, jostling for room on the buildings around, and every screen has my face on it, repeated a million times over, a thousand times its actual size. In the image, I blink slowly, looking placidly into the camera, my blonde hair resting on my shoulders. Last year’s school photo. The day’s colour was tangerine. I can’t take it in, it’s too much, it doesn’t seem real. Then a caption scrolls across the screen:

				WANTED FOR MURDER: MILLIE HENDRICK. 
DO NOT APPROACH. DANGEROUS UNIT.

				It repeats, over and over. Above it, my face blinks, unconcerned.

				WANTED.

				I rise to my knees, my breathing coming in short little raspy bursts.

				FOR MURDER.

				And then someone passing me pauses.

				I don’t notice the woman peering into my face until she suddenly straightens up. ‘It’s her!’ she shrieks, and all heads near me snap round. ‘It’s that unit!’

				My view is full of shocked, horrified faces. There’s a collective gasp that rises quickly into screams. Suddenly I have space around me, as the crowd retreats.

				‘No!’ I say, to no one. ‘I didn’t do anything—’

				The image on the screen changes. I’m relieved for a millisecond and then I see that it is now showing a helicopter feed. Looking down into the square I’m in now. Focusing in and out. Zooming in closer. Closer. I can make out the crowd, the circle of space left for the one tiny figure. Me. My hair is a blotchy purple. I look small and frightened and vulnerable. The people in the crowd around me are clutching each other in fear, their screams and the sound of helicopter blades filling the air so I can’t think. Then another sound drowns them out. A police siren.

				No. Oh no.

				Something cold, something metal, closes round my ankle. I whip round and spot a unit’s face just visible under a drain cover. Automatically I recoil, kicking its hand off me, nearly ricocheting back into the crowd. The unit’s eyes glint in the darkness and its hand, now pulled back, slowly beckons me forward.

				The crowd scatters as a police car screeches up to the pavement, siren blaring.

				Follow a strange unit into London’s sewers, or face unit prison?

				I push down the bubble of fear growing in my chest and dive under the drain cover.

				As I climb down the metal rungs, I shut the cover back over my head. I’m plunged into a darkness so thick it’s like a blanket’s been thrown over my head. For a few seconds the whole world shrinks down to nothing but my own ragged breathing. Then my eyes slowly adjust, although it’s not exactly the most illuminating of views; my hands are holding on to a rusty metal rung sunk into the hole’s stone walls, which are about three inches away from me on every side. I swallow. I am not claustrophobic, I am not claustrophobic, I am not claustrophobic.

				Below me, the shaft descends down, down, down, I don’t know how far. I can just see the unit, several rungs below; there’s the tiniest glint from the metal on its frame. It’s looking up at me; its eyes softly glowing. I flinch. One eye is the normal unit silver colour, but the other is a bright green that illuminates the darkness around it. I’ve never seen a unit with coloured eyes before.

				‘Who . . . who are you?’ I call down, my wavering voice echoing. This is the first time I’ve been this close to a unit since Florrie tried to kill Jake. I can still see her pushing all her weight on to his neck. This one is a lot smaller, but you never know what they’re capable of. I know that better than anyone.

				There’s a pause, and then the unit starts climbing down the ladder at speed, clanking and creaking. Am I supposed to follow?

				I hang on to the rungs without moving, my hands getting sweaty. What if it’s a trap? What if this unit is trying to lure me somewhere underground?

				Inches above me, the drain cover shakes. I hear the sound of more wheels screeching and footsteps thundering over it. Are they coming after me? I have to keep moving. It’s down or nowhere.

				I start to climb down. The clang-clang-clang of the unit’s hands bounces around up to me. My hands are sweating and slipping against the rungs and I keep missing the lower ones with my feet and getting my ankles tangled up. I’m scared to go too fast and risk falling, but I’m also scared of losing the other unit. I don’t want to get lost down here in the dark.

				Every few seconds I flick my eyes from the rungs to the unit below me, and though I can’t see the bottom, I can see the moment the unit lands on solid ground. It straightens up. And then it runs off to the left.

				‘Hey!’ I yell. ‘Wait!’

				I scramble down the rungs, jumping the last few metres, and begin to run after it. We’re now in a long concrete tunnel. I can just see the unit ahead of me, running at full pelt. But I can run too. Our footsteps beat out in the small space until that and the sound of the unit’s creaking are all I can hear. I’m not gaining on it, but it’s not getting away from me either. We’re running at the same pace. And then it suddenly stops.

				I catch up to it, and find we’re in a much wider space. On the ceiling is an old flickering fluorescent light, mould growing around the edges. The walls are wet, gleaming like a slug in the dim light, and there’s a drip-drip-drip sound coming from somewhere.

				The unit is completely still. It looks a little like the groundbots that worked at Oaktree, squat and robust, though it’s smaller. I know there are many types of unit, but I’m only used to the three that worked at school. This one might as well be an alien.

				Its metal finish isn’t as shiny as units’ bodies usually are. It’s dull, as if it’s covered in a layer of dust. And the metal on its left arm is a slightly different colour to the rest of it, like it’s been replaced. It’s looking at me with its mismatched eyes. Its face is as blank as that of any other unit, but I can’t help feeling as though it’s glaring at me. I get that prickly, panicky feeling I used to get around the units at school, and I move slightly into a defensive crouch.

				‘Hey,’ I say again. It just continues to stare at me.

				‘Why did you bring me here?’ My voice echoes around the wet-slicked walls, sounding ridiculous.

				The unit still doesn’t move, or blink, or do anything. I inch slightly closer. Then I realise the ground cuts off abruptly right next to where it’s standing.

				‘Whoa,’ I say, nearly falling over the edge. Beyond it, there’s nothing, just solid blackness. Is it a cliff? A drop into a sewer or into nothing? I can hear a scampering, scratching sound close by. A rat?

				I shuffle away from the edge, my pulse flickering in my neck. Suddenly I feel ragingly angry with the unit.

				‘Look, what do you want? Why did you bring me down here?’ I shout at it.

				Nothing.

				‘Come on! This is insane!’ I throw my hands up in frustration. ‘I’m not just going to stand here in the dark forever!’

				The unit’s eyes follow my movements.

				‘Hey! I’m talking to you!’ I shout, and just then there’s a faint rumble overhead.

				What was that? Have the police tracked us down? Or is it something else? Maybe this is all some kind of trick.

				‘Why did you bring me here?’ I say again, and suddenly the unit reaches out and grabs my wrist in its cold metal hand.

				‘Oi!’ I say, trying to wriggle away. There’s another rumble, louder, closer, and I jump, but the unit doesn’t move. Its hand cuts into my soft, human skin, and I suddenly feel vulnerable. One false move and it could draw blood, break my wrist, crush my bones into dust. I’m trying to struggle, twisting and turning, while the unit remains completely neutral. It’s as blank and passive and unmoving as ever. And I’m just as human and defenceless as I’ve always been.

				The rumble is now deafening. ‘Please,’ I say, ‘just let me—’

				The unit sticks its other arm out.

				‘I’m just a—’

				A train explodes out of the darkness behind us. The wind knocks me sideways as it thunders past, inches away, in a blast of air and noise. The unit reaches out and grabs the frame of the rear door and we’re both yanked off the platform and down the tunnel, so fast I feel like my entire digestive system got left behind. I thud against the back of the train, scrabbling to hold on. Somehow my feet find a ledge and I grip the door frame, shaking all over. The unit doesn’t seem in the least bothered. It holds the back of the train with its arm outstretched, as if it’s been welded there. It could almost be part of the machinery.

				My head knocks rhythmically against the train. My violet hair is blowing all over the place.

				The train is covered in grime, which is now all over my hospital gown. There’s a panel of glass in the back door that my head is banging against. I smear it clean, trying to peer into the carriage. The seats are all broken, dust and cobwebs and mould gobbling up the walls.

				‘Where are we going?’ I yell over the noise, but my voice is immediately whipped away down the tunnel. But the unit looks at me.

				‘We’ll be there soon,’ it says, in a slow, electronic tone. I’ve only ever heard a unit speak a few times before – once when I was cornered by three of the Oaktree bots when I was trying to escape the school, and at the Sammy’s fast food restaurant in the shopping centre, where all the Sammybots are programmed with pre-recorded messages to say, ‘Have a rice tray!’ – and this sounded exactly the same.

				I can’t help wondering about what will happen when we reach wherever we’re going. Will it just yank me back off the train? Does a unit understand that if a human jumps from a moving object they most likely will be very badly injured?

				Would I be?

				There’s a glow ahead and suddenly we’re outside. The bright white sunlight pierces my eyes as cold air and misty rain wash over me, prickling my face like thorns. Before I can think, the unit grabs my arm again.

				‘Now!’ it says, and pulls us both into the void. I hang in the air for a heart-stopping second before I tumble down on to a grassy ledge, head over heels over head again as the unit holds my arm, sliding through the mud right to the bottom. When we come to a stop, I realise I’m not injured. But I am coated from head to toe in stinking mud. I take a big, wet breath of rain.

				The unit is standing, without a speck of mud on it, looking at me as if nothing has happened.

				‘Where are we?’ I say, but it’s back to ignoring me.

				I squint through the rain, twisting round to look past the train tracks. The sky is a huge expanse of steel-grey cloud. Not far away, there’s a gigantic square building, half demolished on one side. An abandoned, rusty crane and wrecking ball sit just beyond it. What’s left of the building is completely decrepit, the outer layer of the wall peeling away like old paint, exposing the rusting metal structure beneath. I can see a space on the side where letters or a sign would have hung, but they’re long gone. The clouds hang overhead menacingly and there’s a snap in the air unusual for June.

				‘What’s that?’ I say to the unit, and to my surprise it actually replies.

				‘Rex can answer your questions,’ it says.

				I gawp at it as about a hundred questions thunder to the front of my brain. ‘. . . Who’s Rex?’ I eventually ask.

				The unit abruptly turns and starts walking towards the building. I look around beyond the train tracks. The landscape is desolate, nothing but mist and rain and grey. Squelching, I waddle through the bog as quickly as possible after the unit.

				Outside the building is the shell of what I assume was an escalator leading to all the different floors. It still hangs off the side, but there’s no way it’s working any more. The unit bypasses it and walks straight up to a pair of big glass doors, which are so dusty they may as well be opaque. Each has a couple of long cracks running across it. The unit opens the doors a sliver and slips through into the darkness beyond. I catch the doors just before they shut and shoulder my way in. And nearly jump out of my skin.

				All I can see are units. Units everywhere. They’re crowded right around the doors, hundreds, thousands of them, stretching back into the huge room.

				I flatten myself back against the door. I’ve never seen so many units all together. They’re all different heights, shapes and sizes. Big ones, small ones, all looking varying degrees of human. I stare at them and they all stare back at me.

				‘Come on.’ My original unit has moved through the crowds and is beckoning to me.

				‘But what . . . ?’ I babble. I’m tense, waiting for them to attack me. I realise I’m actually holding my breath.

				‘Rex wants to see you,’ the unit says.

				I’m expecting the spell to break and for all the units to suddenly run at me. Cautiously I take a step forward, and then another, and then another. The units move aside to let me pass. I keep my elbows shoved in to my sides, my eyes flicking around at their faces as I walk by. They all have the same placid expression. One mutters something in another’s ear. There are foodbots, cleanbots, and giant industrial bots, covered in levers and button pads, leaking oil on to the floor. There are some tiny units barely even up to my knee, chasing each other around skittishly like woodland creatures. Some look like Company bots, but their faces or bodies are subtly different; they must be bots from other companies. At one point I see a cleanbot exactly like the ones that used to clean my dormitory at Oaktree and I get a rush of relief and gratitude like, Phew, there’s someone from home here, before I realise how ridiculous that is. There’s no one from home here.

				The original unit leads me all the way through the huge hall until we reach a room with tall glass windows at the back. It obviously used to be a shop. And that’s when it clicks: this building – it’s a shopping centre. I just walked through the main entrance.

				Was. Was a shopping centre.

				Inside the shop, the high shelves have been arranged in a triangular shape, blocking anyone on the outside from seeing in. The unit sidles through a space in the shelves.

				‘Rex,’ I hear it say, ‘I have the fugitive.’

				Fugitive?

				‘Millie Hendrick?’ another voice says. A voice that doesn’t sound like a unit’s at all.

				I slip through the gap in the shelves. The unit is standing by a low desk in the middle of the space, and sitting at it, his back to me, is a human boy.
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