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For my grandma, who trusted technology about as much as Millie does.









 


London, 2098
I gaped at the screen above me. The six-second film looped over and over again, and I understood it less each time. The crowd ebbed and flowed around me, but I was frozen to the spot, goggling, until a woman barged into me.


‘Oh, sorry—’ I started to say, but then I saw her T-shirt. And then suddenly it seemed the same image was everywhere: staring out at me from the sky, winking through the crowd, shoving itself right up into my face.


I needed to find Jake. He’d made me come to the rally – he was the one interested in unit rights, after all; I wasn’t particularly bothered if they were free or not – and now he’d abandoned me. He knew all the people involved in the Artificial Intelligence Rights campaign group. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was best friends with all the units here too. But I didn’t care. I didn’t know anyone and I knew Ms Llewellyn was going to work out we weren’t with the rest of our history class any minute now. And then we’d be in trouble.


Jake had said we’d stay for the first speech. On the stage in front of me, a stocky man was walking out to the podium. I had to find Jake before he finished speaking, otherwise we’d never leave.


The man threw his arms wide. ‘Welcome, everyone—’


A scream and a bang like a gunshot filled the air and deafened me and the ground shook like it was trying to throw me off it. People were screaming and the last thing I saw was the two giant screens falling towards me . . .









One


The sunlight filters into the dormitory and through my closed eyelids. I know it’s time to wake up, but I’m still struggling out of a dream involving a maths exam and my shoes turning into fidgety rabbits. I roll over and wrench my eyes open – and suddenly jolt upright, my heart in my throat. There’s a unit leaning over me.


It looks back at me as I stare at it – its blank inhuman gaze holds mine, then it slowly goes back to sweeping the floor under my bedside table. The crowd closing in, the brush of metal against my arm, the screen above me . . . It’s just a cleanbot, I tell myself. They have to come into the dormitories sometimes. The unit clanks along the room away from me, its boxy silver frame glinting in the morning light, but I don’t move. I clutch the covers round me.


Lu, on the other side of the dormitory, sits up, stretching.


‘Morning, Millie,’ she says, her eyes half closed, as she gets up, walks past the cleanbot and goes into the bathroom.


Whirring quietly the bot finally sweeps its way out of the room, and I slowly let out a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. I can’t see one without those fragments of memory resurfacing in my head – I just don’t know what they mean.


I stretch until my joints click, then log on to my RetinaChip with a flick of my finger. My timeline maps out across my left eye, suddenly full of action now everyone around me is getting up.


Nick Hayes is brushing his teeth.


Riley Thomas tagged you in a brainstream.


Charlie Rowan is heading to the library early today.


Lu Shipley has nearly finished the set text for English lit!


Out of habit I scroll quickly past the nationwide news posts, but the morning update from the Look makes me stop.


‘Today’s hot colour is fawn! Everyone across your network is wearing dresses, tops, shirts, skirts, trousers and jackets in this versatile neutral colour! A selection of outfits based on your previous choices is hanging in your wardrobe.’


By ‘fawn’ I assume they mean beige. I love the way they always try to sell it to us, as if we would ever choose something else. They say every colour is versatile. I remember one day pink-and-white candy stripes were in; the email claimed they would ‘sweeten up your day’. The email lied. But we all wore them anyway.


I hop up from bed and look inside my wardrobe, and sure enough a beige T-shirt dress, a beige striped top, a beige pair of leggings and a choice of beige shoes are inside. Changing out of my temperature-controlled sleepsuit and pulling on the dress, I can see fawn clearly isn’t as versatile as the Look seems to think. The mirror-me looks like a corpse.


Although maybe it’s not so much the dress and more the bags under my eyes or the greyish tinge to my skin. Even my blonde hair looks pallid. I rub my sore eyes in an attempt to make them look less pink, but it doesn’t help. I keep jumping awake in the middle of the night, surfacing from weird dreams, convinced, for a second, that I’ve remembered everything about what happened last autumn, but it always fades away quickly.


I smooth my hair flat against my skull; I know the stitches don’t show any more, but I can always feel them.


‘Shell,’ I say to the lump under the cover in the bed opposite me. ‘Does this dress make me look like I might be about to throw up?’


She pulls the cover off her face but I can see she’s still logged on to her RetinaChip. She has that focused-yet-unfocused stare people get when they read something projected on to their left eyeball.


‘Oh, Millie,’ she says, and just from those two words I can tell we’re going to be very late for breakfast. ‘Megan Wickham’s run more cross-country miles than me! She’s going to snatch the long-distance-running prize right from under my nose!’


‘What?’ I say. ‘When?’


‘She must have got up early this morning to get her total up,’ says Shell as I log back on to the network and scroll through. ‘Who does that?’


There it is. Megan Wickham has just run 5 miles. Miles run this school year: 692.


‘Oh, Shell,’ I say. ‘There’s still two weeks to the ball and the prize-giving ceremony and you’re only about three miles behind—’


‘Two weeks of revision! And then exams!’ says Shell, slumping down further into her covers. ‘Stupid Megan Wickham. With her perfect hair. Why does she have to be the best at everything?’


‘Shall we get ready?’ I say to distract her. She’s become increasingly intense about getting at least one end-of-year prize, ever since lacrosse was cancelled. ‘It’s beige today; it’s supposed to be a versatile neutral.’


Shell can spend ages getting ready for the day. She brushes neon-pink or coral hair powder all over her silvery blonde hair, puts iris drops in her eyes so they turn from greyish green to an intense violet, and applies tiny gems to her collarbone, wrists and sometimes up and down her fingers, if she’s particularly hell-bent on being late. (I usually just smooth my hair down so it looks neat, and slick on my eyelash fibres as quickly as possible. Then I spend about ten minutes applying tiny gems to my nails. It’s a diversionary tactic. Otherwise I end up with bitten stumps.)


So I know Shell must be really upset when she simply puts on a beige skirt and vest top, pins her hair in a knot and listlessly slaps on some vitamin cream.


‘There,’ she says grumpily. ‘Let’s just go to breakfast.’


Before we leave I quickly pull my bedcovers neatly over my bed and plump my pillows, while Shell sighs and taps her foot. Her bedcovers are always left in a crumpled heap in the mornings. Lu, her dark hair still damp from the shower, tries to help Shell see the positive side. ‘If you ran, like, a hundred miles in one go, she’d never beat you!’ she says brightly.


Riley, who has put beige iris drops in her eyes in honour of today’s colour, catches up with us as we leave the dormitory for breakfast. She’s annoyed about the end-of-year prizes too.


‘Unless I find out what the world-culture exam is going to be on, I’m only going to come top in about six subjects,’ she says, as Shell’s mouth sets into a line. ‘That’ll be three less prizes than last year!’


Finn and Nick meet us outside their dormitory on the floor below. Finn, who’s gelled his hair into a style I can only assume was inspired by an ocean wave crashing against the surf, says, ‘Wow, fawn really isn’t your colour, is it, Millie?’


‘Good morning to you too, Finn.’


‘Oh, leave her alone,’ Shell says. ‘She can’t exactly wear something else, can she?’


‘I don’t get why you always wear what the Look tells you to, no matter what it is,’ Finn says, shaking his head. ‘Girls.’


Finn has worn the day’s colour every day since we were all babies in the nursery together thirteen years ago. Today he’s wearing a beige T-shirt, a beige hoodie, beige trousers, beige trainers with beige laces and even has a beige skin on his tablet.


I look him up and down and laugh. ‘Er, excuse me?’


‘What? I just happen to like this colour,’ he says defensively.


‘Nick, are those jeans?’ asks Shell.


‘I think so,’ Nick says, sticking one leg out for our consideration. ‘They feel like it. Denim-y.’


‘You are so lucky with your wardrobe!’ says Lu.


Nick started getting natural fibres in his wardrobe about the same time his mum got promoted to creative director of the Woodland River Centre, the Company’s biggest mall. I mean, I’m not saying anything. I’m really not.


There’s a path from Hawthorn house leading to the courtyard at the centre of the school, and there’s a path from the courtyard to the white domed canteen building, but I don’t think I’ve ever walked from one to the other without cutting across the lawn. Our feet naturally follow the furrow in the grass trodden in by hundreds of pupils before us.


‘I can’t wait for this day to be over,’ says Shell, stretching her arms up.


‘Why?’ says Nick flatly. ‘Just one more day of lessons then we get to revise for a week. Woo.’


‘No, we’re finally getting our dresses for the ball!’ says Shell. ‘Tomorrow’s the appointment at the Look, with the custom pods. It’s going to be toxic! Just thinking about it is cheering me up!’


‘Why do you need cheering up?’ says Finn.


Shell takes a deep breath, about to launch into one of her you’ll-never-guess-what-Megan-Wickham-has-done-this-time rants, when Lu cuts across her.


‘Look – the babies are here,’ she says, pointing across the grounds.


A line of seven-year-olds, every one of them looking around with wide eyes like they’re animals trapped in a zoo, snakes across the front of the library. Every summer the children about to start their first year at the school have a special visit day, when the head teacher Dr Cranshaw shows them round.


‘Remember our visit day?’ says Shell. ‘It seems like a thousand years ago now.’


‘I was about to say it feels like it was five minutes ago,’ I say.


‘That shows how awful your memory is!’ says Riley.


Then her hand goes to her mouth. ‘Sorry . . .’ she says, her eyes wide. ‘I didn’t mean . . . I know your head thing isn’t funny . . .’


‘Oh, it’s OK!’ I say quickly. It is funny how I can remember that first visit to Oaktree six years ago perfectly clearly, but I couldn’t say what formula we learned in maths the other day or anything about the Industrial Revolution, which we’ve been studying all term.


Compared to our nursery school, Heathersdown, Oaktree was enormous. The school grounds had seemed to stretch on forever and the buildings towered over us. My heart had started thumping as soon as we trailed into the courtyard. I was so nervous I felt slightly breathless. We had to line up in alphabetical order, and even though Jake was technically before me in the alphabet, we walked together, hands clasped, occupying one space. The Hendrick twins.


We don’t really look alike now – Jake’s taller than me these days and his hair is darker – but we really did back then. If my hair was pulled back in a ponytail, our own parents could easily get us mixed up. Of course, anyone who actually knew us well was never fooled. Even then I kept my clothes uncreased, my shoes clean and my hair smoothed down, while Jake always seemed uncomfortable if he wasn’t caked head to toe in mud or dirt and his hair constantly stood up in tufts, as unruly as mine could have been if I’d let it. Even on that visit day, he had squirmed simply with the effort of wearing clean clothes and standing still.


Shell had been nearer the front of the queue. Her blonde head bobbed along in front as she walked, not swishing back and forth as confidently as usual. I could hear Lu, just behind me, chewing her hair.


Jake kept trying to wrench his hand from mine but I held on. ‘It’ll be fine, Millie,’ he kept saying. ‘Cranshaw’s not that scary.’


‘She scares me,’ I said.


Jake was the only one of us who didn’t seem to be at all nervous. But there were no teachers like Cranshaw at Heathersdown. With her huge puff of white hair she seemed to be about a hundred years old and, though she smiled at us, it felt as though she could switch to anger in a heartbeat if any of us crossed her.


‘I wonder where her unit assistant is?’ Jake whispered to me as Cranshaw welcomed us. ‘I wanted to see it. Florrie. I’ve never even heard of a unit with a name before—’


‘Shush,’ I said.


Jake had bounced up and down on his heels all the way through her talk about the history of the school buildings; I kept tugging on his hand, trying to get him to keep still. I was terrified she’d notice and tell us off.


‘Any questions?’ she asked, clearly not expecting a response. Jake’s hand shot straight up.


‘Jake, don’t!’ I said, but he was already talking.


‘Is it true there’s an unexploded bomb from World War Two under your office?’ he asked.


His voice carried clearly across the heads of all the other pupils, and Cranshaw’s face froze. The air stood still. I remember seeing Shell’s face along the queue – her eyes widened with a combination of hilarity and horror. Then Cranshaw smiled.


‘What’s your name, young man?’ she said.


‘Jake Hendrick,’ he replied.


‘Well, that’s a very honest question, Jake,’ Cranshaw said, her voice suddenly warmer. ‘Would you like to come and stand up at the front by me?’


Jake pulled his hand out of mine and ran towards the front . . .


‘Millie, what do you think?’ Riley’s saying.


‘Oh, sorry,’ I say, shaking off the memory. ‘What were we talking about?’


Lu points across the ground to the nursery-school pupils. ‘Cranshaw’s not leading them.’


I focus and she’s right; Harrison, the Mandarin teacher, is at the front of the queue of small children, his bald head catching the sunlight.


‘Maybe she’s just busy,’ I say, ‘talking to the Company’s board or something.’


‘Maybe she’s choosing her dress for the ball,’ says Finn.


Lu gets the giggles first, then Shell, then me and Finn and Nick, and even Riley start laughing.


‘Cranshaw . . . in a ball dress!’ Shell squeaks.


‘She could wrap fairy lights around Florrie,’ Lu says, which sets everyone off again.


The canteen is always really busy in the mornings, as it seems everyone leaves the shortest amount of time possible between waking up and getting to lessons.


‘I don’t know why they don’t do hazelnut mudge every day. It’s so good,’ Shell says as we walk in.


‘Oh, I think I’m going for natural food today. There are eggs,’ I say.


Shell rolls her eyes. ‘Yum, eggs.’


‘Oh yeah, because mudge is such a delight to the palate!’ I say as she moves away, laughing.


There are two queues. One is for the mudge machines, which scan your IndexChip and, based on your height, weight, gender and nutritional deficiencies, produce an edible substance with the correct balance of macronutrients and essential vitamins for your body. The other is for naturally produced food, which is portioned out to contain a good balance of protein, carbohydrate and fat. The mudge machines are much more popular and the queue is at least ten-people long as we walk in. You have the option of taking it in solid cubes or liquid, and it always comes in a sweet flavour and a savoury one. Today it’s hazelnut or sage.


The queue for natural food is much shorter. Only Jess Turner is ahead of me, dressed in bright orange so everyone knows what an individual she is. She glares at me, sneers at my beige ballet pumps and then smiles simperingly at the foodbot dishing out poached eggs, asparagus and a wheatgerm cake on to her plate, probably just to prove that she thinks of it as a real person.


‘Thanks!’ she says in a weirdly high voice. The foodbot doesn’t react. Jess pauses for a few awkward seconds, clearly waiting for a response. I stifle a laugh and she glares at me again and flounces off.


The foodbot starts loading eggs and asparagus on to my plate. It’s designed so its square upper body can turn and scoop with its lower body planted on the floor for maximum efficiency. There’s no real reason for it to have a human-like face though. I don’t know why the Company builds them like that. They can’t form expressions. As I reach out to take the plate, the bot looks right into my eyes and blinks slowly, its eyelids shifting like a doll’s. It’s so close I can hear the machinery moving around inside it. Automatically I flinch, whipping my hand away from the plate. It bounces on the metal tray and the food spills all over the floor.


‘It won’t bite you, Millie,’ someone behind me says.


I know who it is before I turn round. Jake. He half raises his eyebrows at me.


I look at him very steadily for a long moment. Then I bend down slowly and pick up the plate from the floor, and in one swift movement I smash it over his head.


OK, I don’t really. But I can’t stop playing the image in my head; my fingers itch with the urge to reach down to the plate. The anger boils up inside me like an overflowing kettle. If only I knew why. I curl my hands into fists, glare at him and abruptly spin round.


‘Millie?’ he calls after me. ‘You’re going to have to talk to me at some point—’


I don’t know why this happens. Ever since I injured my head in London, when I got hit by a car – not that I can remember anything about it – I can’t look at or talk to or be near Jake without wanting to throttle him. He wasn’t even with me that day. And he’s angry with me too for some reason. There are so many gaps in my memory, before and after the accident, that I don’t even know who did or said what to whom. And that’s not the only weird side effect of my head injury.


I reach Shell, who’s waiting for me by the drinks fridge, eating cubed mudge from a box. ‘Shall we eat outside today?’ I say. ‘I don’t think there’s many spare seats.’


Shell looks towards the eight empty tables on the far side of the canteen, and then looks at me. ‘You don’t have any food.’


‘Oh yeah,’ I say, ‘I’m not that hungry after all. Let’s go and sit outside.’


‘All right then,’ says Shell. ‘I’ll message the others and tell them where we’re going.’ She logs on to her RetinaChip.


‘Shell, seriously, they’re about five metres away,’ I say. ‘Can’t we just wave and point?’


Shell logs off her chip and rolls her eyes at me. ‘It’s done now!’


Outside in the courtyard, the sky is a solid blue. If you squint, you can see the weather adapters far above, glinting in the sunlight like stars at night, which disperse rain clouds and manage the temperature. Sunny with a gentle breeze is a classic Friday, after Thursday’s rain and before the temperatures increase slightly for the weekend.


The grass has dried out after yesterday’s downpour, so we sit under the massive oak tree in the middle of the courtyard. Of the five oak trees left in Britain, it’s said to be the oldest and the only one not in an arboretum. The Company actually built the school around the tree, so it must be at least a hundred years old. In one direction from the tree, you can see all the way across the school’s grounds to the row of trees in the distance that indicate the border. In the other, you face the three school buildings that make up the courtyard. The Company designed them – and the six dormitory blocks behind them – to look like a proper old-time boarding school, unluckily for us. Apparently some other Company schools have jet packs, travelators and anti-gravity classrooms. We’re all very jealous.


We sit on one of the tree’s huge roots and Shell offers me a cube of mudge. ‘Can you believe the summer holidays are almost here?’


‘No,’ I say. I really can’t. I haven’t caught up since last November.


‘Yeah, and the ball and the prize-giving ceremony, when I will be receiving exactly no prizes,’ Shell says. ‘Stupid Megan Wickham.’


‘Shell, does it really matter that much?’ I say. ‘Are the end-of-year prizes really so important?’


Shell looks at me wide-eyed. ‘Yes!’ she says. ‘Of course they are!’


‘But they don’t actually mean anything,’ I say. ‘It’s just a little statue to put on your bedside table—’


‘Well, it’s important to me,’ says Shell. ‘You’re fine, you know you’ll win the maths prize—’


‘Hmmm,’ I say. I managed to forget the seven times table the other day; I doubt they’ll be giving me anything.


‘— and Riley will win all the other academic prizes, but the long-distance prize was something I actually thought I had a shot at.’


‘You still do,’ I say. ‘I just think isn’t it more important that everyone makes it through to next year? That everyone’s still here after the summer?’


Shell sits up. ‘What do you mean?’ she says, blinking at me.


‘I just mean . . .’ I feel a sigh rising up from the very bottom of my lungs. ‘. . . I think we should focus on actually passing the end-of-year exams before we start worrying about the prizes too, that’s all.’


I’m so behind now that something I know coming up in the exam is about as likely as rain on a Saturday. Sometimes the volume of stuff I haven’t learned yet seems to be falling in on top of me, crushing me.


Shell rolls her eyes. ‘Oh, Millie, you’re not going to fail everything,’ she says casually. ‘Cranshaw wouldn’t let you take the exams if she didn’t think your head was better. You’re only a little bit behind. They’re not going to move you to another school.’


‘But—’


‘And,’ says Shell, cutting across me, ‘I heard once you’re in the sixth year if you win a prize, you get a free trip to the Company’s theme park in Beijing.’


‘That’s just a rumour,’ I say. ‘There’s more chance of there being a World War Two bomb under Cranshaw’s office.’


Shell straightens up. ‘I thought that was true!’


Lu flops down next to me, followed by Finn and Nick.


‘Riley’s spotted McNabb in the canteen. She’s trying to pump him for information on the world-culture exam,’ Lu says.


‘Wow,’ says Shell. ‘Does she actually think that’ll work?’


‘Well, if it does, she said she’ll tell us what he told her,’ Lu says. ‘I doubt she will though.’


‘Mudge never seems as good the day after they serve ice cream for dessert,’ says Nick, scraping the bottom of his bowl with a spoon.


‘But the ice cream is just frozen mudge,’ I say. ‘It’s exactly the same thing, but cold.’


‘I know, I know,’ says Nick. ‘But it’s so delicious!’


‘Millie, you haven’t got any breakfast,’ Lu says.


‘I’m OK. I’m not really feeling that hungry,’ I say, as my stomach rumbles loudly.


‘Just have some of mine,’ says Lu, passing her box of mudge over. ‘It’s hazelnut!’


‘Urgh, why didn’t you go for sage?’ says Finn.


I take the box from Lu and pop a mudge cube in my mouth. Hazelnut is far too sweet but Lu’s watching my face so I nod and make ‘mmmm’ noises. Lu raises her eyebrows at Finn, who mutters, ‘Sage is better.’


Something glints in the sunlight behind Lu’s head. It’s a groundbot, planting flowers along the border of the path round the Main Building. All units have the same metallic finish, so they catch the light. But groundbots are bigger and sturdier than foodbots and cleanbots; they’re also weatherproof. As I watch, it raises his head and unmistakably locks eyes with me.


I instinctively smooth down my hair again. The crowd closing in, the brush of metal against my arm, the screen above me.


‘Millie, you’re spilling it!’ says Lu, as the box slides off my lap.


‘Oh! Sorry,’ I say, trying to scoop the cubes up.


‘It’s nearly nine,’ says Finn suddenly, sitting up straight. ‘We need to get to the debate class.’


‘Oh, it’s the last lesson,’ says Shell, leisurely hauling herself to a stand. ‘I’m sure Welbeck won’t care that much if we’re late.’


‘Shell, have you met Welbeck?’ says Nick, pulling me to my feet.


As we enter the Right Building and hurry down the corridor a message beeps through on my RetinaChip, but when I open it, it’s totally blank. There’s no sender registered, which is the weirdest thing. I delete it.


We file into the classroom and sit near the back. Welbeck isn’t here yet but that doesn’t mean he won’t storm in soon and demand to know why we aren’t reading quietly.


Shell leans over. ‘Have you started revising for this exam yet?’


‘I don’t even know what it’s on,’ I say. I barely know what anything’s on.


‘No one knows. All I’ve heard is that it’s going to be a persuasive essay on a topic that’s in the news at the moment,’ she says. ‘Riley is convinced it’s going to be on brainstreaming. You know, whether it’s ethical or not to use people’s thoughts in the justice system.’ She waves her hand around airily.


‘Pfft,’ says Jess, sitting behind us. She leans forward. ‘We all know what subject it’s going to be on. The one thing that’s constantly in the news right now . . .’


Shell and I both turn to face her. ‘Which is . . .?’ I say.


Jess looks at me as if I’m five years old. ‘Don’t you keep up with the news, Millie?’


‘Nope,’ I say. ‘Can’t you just tell us what it is?’


‘Oh!’ says Shell suddenly. ‘It’s not that thing about units is it? I keep scrolling past those stories . . .’


My stomach clunks with dread. ‘What?’ I say. ‘What thing about units?’


‘The government is about to pass a new law,’ Jess says. ‘If the Company and the other Big Four companies agree to it, units will be granted freedom. They won’t be owned by their companies any more and they’ll be equal to humans.’


My mouth goes dry. ‘What?’ I say. ‘Seriously?’


Jess gives me an odd look. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘It’ll become law in a few weeks, as long as the companies vote it through.’


‘I thought . . .’ I say. ‘I thought there was some kind of protest group against it or something?’


‘Oh, Humans First?’ says Jess, snorting dismissively. ‘Yeah, they’re all a bunch of crazies though. No one actually listens to them. They hate all machines. They didn’t even want units working at the World Cup last year.’


‘But . . .’ I say. ‘But surely the companies aren’t going to vote this through?’ I look at Shell, expecting her to be nodding along with me, but her eyebrows are drawn together. ‘Because the companies need the units, don’t they? To work for them? They’re not just going to set them free!’


I turn round to Lu and Finn on Shell’s other side, but they’re not even listening.


Jess snorts. ‘All the companies will have to do is pay them a salary, like they should have been doing in the first place. And of course they’ll vote it through. It’ll be a PR disaster for them otherwise.’


I can’t think of anything else to say, so I shake my head. Am I the only one who realises this could be dangerous? It’s not like we know what they’re capable of. I shiver as I think of the brush of metal against my arm. There must be a reason I keep remembering that.


‘Anyway,’ says Shell quickly, ‘maybe we should look at the history of brainstreaming then? Just so—’


‘It’s supposed to be a good thing, Millie!’ Jess says to me, cutting across her. She pulls something up on her tablet and shows it to me. ‘See?’


It’s a news story filmed outside the Houses of Parliament in London. There are crowds of people waving huge banners, all cheering. I quickly turn away but Shell leans over, peering at the screen.


‘What’s that?’ she says.


‘It’s the pro-units group, Artificial Intelligence Rights, celebrating after the law was agreed on by the politicians,’ Jess says. ‘They’ve been campaigning for months.’


‘But there are no units there,’ says Shell.


‘Exactly,’ says Jess. ‘They don’t have the freedom to campaign for their own freedom! Don’t you think that’s wrong?’


‘Yeah, I suppose,’ says Shell, watching the screen. ‘Will they still have that unit soap on the network if units are granted freedom?’


Jess rolls her eyes. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Because when Loretta finds out Damian is cheating on her—’


‘I said, I don’t know,’ Jess says.


‘I hate that show,’ I say.


Jess glances up at me again, her nose wrinkled. ‘What is your problem?’


‘Quiet!’ says Welbeck, bursting into the room. ‘You should all be reading page thirty-two of the document I set without talking . . .’


Jess sneers at me quickly before I spin round and try to make it look like I’ve just been quietly preparing for the lesson this whole time. Welbeck surveys us all and says, ‘Beige today, is it?’ which is the same ‘joke’ that he makes every lesson. The teachers don’t wear clothes from the Look obviously, but there’s definitely a certain way they all dress. Shell has a theory that they need to demonstrate a certain amount of authority. For example, Welbeck has grey temples and wears glasses, even though eyesight problems are cured at birth. Cranshaw has a huge puff of hair the texture of candyfloss and glasses on a string round her neck, which she never puts on, and Harrison’s bald spot is carefully cultivated.


The exception to the rule is Llewellyn, who teaches history. As all the teachers have to work for the Company for at least thirty years, and then complete ten years of teacher training, she must be at least sixty. Yet with her blonde hair and baby-plump skin, she sometimes gets mistaken for one of the pupils. Also she will occasionally wear the day’s latest colour, which, as you can imagine, is embarrassing for everyone.


‘Now,’ Welbeck says. ‘I know you’re all itching to start revising –’


Shell snorts quietly next to me.


‘– but we’re going to cover some very important points in this last lesson. It’s going to be hard and intensive work, so I hope everyone’s awake. I want to go back to some of the things we’ve covered in previous lessons, but we will also be touching on some new topics, which I think will be invaluable to you when you walk into the exam room—’


At that moment an alarm blares through the room. For a second everyone freezes, but then Welbeck jerks into life. ‘Oh, for . . . It’s the fire alarm! Again! Everyone to the courtyard! Come on!’


Shell pokes me in the ribs as we stand up. ‘That was a lucky escape, hey?’


We file out of the Main Building into the courtyard. Llewellyn is standing near the doors, ushering pupils through. ‘Girls, line up in your year groups, please,’ she calls to us as we pass her.


‘Miss, what’s going on?’ Lu asks.


Llewellyn’s hands are shaking. ‘Don’t worry, everything is fine. No need to worry,’ she calls after us.


We line up in the middle of the courtyard, next to the oak tree. From here we can hear the alarms blare out from every building, even the dormitories, which are empty at this time of day. More and more pupils flood into the courtyard in front of us from all directions, a sea of beige. There are enough people that the whole school must be here. I don’t think I’ve ever seen all the school assembled together; we’re always divided by year or house or how we did in our end-of-year exams. The twelfth-year pupils, who’ll be leaving soon to join the Company, saunter past us, rolling their eyes at each other. A group of nine-year-old boys attempt an impromptu wrestling match, gripping each other in headlocks, as they line up three rows ahead of us. I wonder what happened to the visiting nursery-school pupils.


As a class of kids from the youngest year spill out of the Left Building, faces bright with the prospect of at least ten minutes of freedom, the alarms stop.


Finally. The silence is like balm to my ears. If it is a fire drill, they’ll let us go back in a minute or two.


But they don’t. The minutes tick by. The swell of conversation among the lines of pupils rises; the teachers, roaming the edges of the courtyard, shush us and silence falls. Then, as inevitable as the tide, the level of noise rises again.


‘What is going on?’ Shell whispers next to me. ‘Do the teachers even know?’


‘I don’t think they do. They wouldn’t be so grumpy otherwise,’ I say, just as Harrison yells ‘Quiet!’ from the end of the courtyard.


He passes behind us, counting quietly, then crosses back behind the row of pupils in front of us.


‘Shell, are they counting us? To make sure we’re all here? Why would they need to do that?’


‘I don’t know, has something gone wrong with our IndexChips? Maybe there’s been some kind of glitch and they’re not tracking us any more?’ Shell looks at her fingertip. There’s still a tiny white line there, from where the chip was inserted when we were ten.


‘Wow, does that mean we can just take the rest of the day off? Go shopping?’


Shell laughs and at the same time the doors to the Main Building open. The murmur of conversation immediately stops.


Cranshaw stands in the doorway for a moment, looking over the rows of pupils. Her eyes dart from face to face and her jaw is rigid. Florrie, Cranshaw’s unit assistant, lurks behind her in the corridor. She’s built from the same model as the other indoor units at the school, squarish and metal with the same blank face stuck on, except she’s got piercing blue eyes. She towers over everyone, even Cranshaw, who’s pretty tall. But all the units do.


‘Pupils,’ Cranshaw says. ‘I regret to inform you . . .’ Her voice, always so stern and strong, cracks on the last word. ‘Someone is missing.’









Two


For a second I don’t understand what she’s said. There’s a machine in the library that scans your IndexChip when you need to return a document, but a lot of the time it fails and just flashes up a ‘does not compute’ message over and over again. I feel exactly like the library machine when Cranshaw speaks. My brain refuses to accept the information. No one’s ever gone missing at Oaktree. It’s unfathomable.


Around me the crowd hisses with a hundred gasps of shock. Shell, next to me, looks like she’s been kicked. Further down the row, I can see Finn’s mouth hanging open.


‘I’m afraid Daisy Bridgewater’s IndexChip has not registered her presence since she entered her dormitory last night,’ says Cranshaw. The big puff of hair on her head quivers, as if there’s a breeze. I realise she’s shaking.


Daisy Bridgewater – I know her. She’s Nick’s cousin, in the year below us. She always wins the athletics prize. I glance down the line, where Nick is. His face has turned the same shade of pale beige as his T-shirt.


‘She entered the dormitory at nine p.m. and spent time chatting with friends, preparing for bed at approximately ten p.m.,’ Cranshaw says. ‘This morning, her roommates noticed her bed was empty, but thought she must have got up early and left the dormitory before eight. When her IndexChip didn’t register her for breakfast or her first lesson, and she was found not to be in her room, we scanned the school grounds for the location of her chip. We found nothing.’


Thoughts are rolling around my head like clothes in a tumble dryer. Has Daisy been kidnapped? Attacked? Or has she run away? But how? The IndexChips in our fingers allow us to control the images in our RetinaChips. They also transmit information to our tablets, the canteen and library machines and the sensors on every door in the school, meaning our movements can always be tracked. The teachers always know exactly where you are if you’re not in a lesson. If they don’t know where Daisy is, it means something’s happened to her chip. My fingers scrape at the gems on my nails.


‘What could that mean?’ Shell whispers to me.


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘This is so weird.’


We’re not the only ones confused. All around us pupils have huddled into fevered conversations. A girl in the line directly in front of me – the rest of Daisy’s year – has burst into tears, sobbing on to a friend’s shoulder.


‘Quiet, please!’ says Cranshaw. The noise level has risen so high she has to almost shout to be heard above it. This in itself is strange – usually when Cranshaw talks everyone listens.


Cranshaw waits for us to be quiet before continuing, her jaw set.


‘Company representatives are currently scouring the land outside the school grounds from the air. I have no doubt that within a few hours she will be found safe and well.’


We all know who she means by Company representatives. Last year Adam Reese, who knew he was about to be expelled, locked himself on the roof of the Left Building and held a solo party, blasting out music from his tablet and throwing mudge into the courtyard. None of the teachers could get on to the roof, so after four hours, the Company representatives arrived, strode through the courtyard and battered the door down. It was equal parts thrilling and terrifying.


The Company’s official name is a fifty-two-digit serial number. Its ‘commercial’ name is always changing as it acquires smaller companies every few months. It owns over a thousand different brands now, in all sectors of the market. The Big Four Committee, made up of Britain’s four biggest companies, was founded last year to advise the government, and our Company sits on it. I say ‘advise’, but what actually happens is the companies make all the decisions and the government agrees to them. Most media outlets seem to believe the government had to set up the Committee or risk becoming totally obsolete. The companies make the rules. Everyone obeys their own company’s laws. The government’s no more than a figurehead really. They don’t have any actual power.


We call it the Company, which you’d think would get confusing when talking to people from other companies, but we never mix with them. I’ve met one person from outside the Company in my whole life – Dr Tavish, who patched my head back together after my accident – and I’m the only person I know who has. We’re born into the Company and raised by them so they can mould us into the perfect Company workforce. As our parents are high-ranking employees, mostly board members or heads of departments, we’re educated in the Company’s best institutions. Other lower-ranked Company employees are working in factories or offices by the time they’re our age. Changing the rank you were born into is very rare; I’ve never heard of anyone, ever, being promoted from a lower-level school to Oaktree, and only a couple of pupils have ever been expelled from the school and demoted in the school’s history.


If Daisy is found trying to run away by the Company representatives (which seems pretty inevitable if they’re looking from the air) she won’t be coming back to Oaktree. We’re free to leave the school if we want to, but the moment you pass the border of trees into the wilderness your chip is blocked from the network forever. As soon as the Company representatives track you down, you’ll be officially expelled. Even though one of Daisy’s parents sits on the Company’s board, like my mum does – that won’t help her. If she’s run away.


If she hasn’t . . . I don’t know what will happen. If someone’s taken her . . .


None of this makes sense; if she’s just given up her whole family, friends and future . . . for what? What could have been so important? And where did she think she was going to go? The school grounds are surrounded by wilderness, so she would have to walk miles before she could travel anywhere else. There’s the shuttle to the Woodland River Centre, but you need a working IndexChip to get on it. And if Daisy’s IndexChip hasn’t registered her on the system since last night, she won’t have been able to.


‘I know this is distressing news for you all,’ says Cranshaw. ‘But I can assure you, Oaktree is the safest place in the world for you. No one unauthorised can enter the school grounds without the Company and the teachers knowing about it immediately. Remember that we have your best interest at heart.’


The level of conversation is slowly rising again. I wonder how many pupils will remember what Cranshaw said when they write a tell-all email to their parents later. She clears her throat. ‘We’ve just conducted a test of your IndexChips. All other chips seem to be working, but this seems to be quite a severe glitch. Further tests may have to be conducted.’
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