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			Prologue

		

	
		
			One Year Earlier – Lal

		

	
		
			 

			Lal was starting to realise that even when you got what you wanted, there was something more to want. When she was very young what she wanted most was ice cream from Popotops. She didn’t get it often, but on special occasions – her and Janetta’s birthdays, and at the end of summer – their father would drive them to Conaus Square and she’d run through the glass doors into the café and excitedly announce her order. Coffee fudge, chocolate, banana marshmallow. Caramel sauce, cookie crumbs and chocolate chunks. For a moment she was in heaven, but all too soon her want would irrepressibly return – more, again, now. 

			There had been Popotops adverts on television back then, the screen filling with soft snowy spirals of white, rising to a perfect peak. She’d been rapt, begging her parents to take her there more often so she could stand in line between the cherry-topped tables and gaze at the bright silver coffee machine and banks of ice cream and shelves of cake and pie. Her father said that when she was eight, she actually lay down on the floor and screamed for it. He’d done an impression on the living-room carpet, fifteen years later. Take me to Popotops! he’d squealed in a high-pitched voice, writhing like an untrained puppy. Take me to Popotops!

			Now she sat in her office at the back of the café, surrounded by boxes of tiny pink tubs and flimsy spoons and waffle cones. She’d invested a lot of time in becoming manager, including three years on the shop floor, standing, smiling and serving. It was the first time she’d sensed her own worth, and this wasn’t something she’d ever felt before. Before had only been the wishing. She still gorged herself on ice cream with her friends who worked there, after hours when they were closing up, in their uniform of red baseball caps and white tunics with Popotops scrawled across the front. But she was capable, she seemed to love hard work, and when she became manager she was momentarily fulfilled, even if it was within the smallest world, just a chain café in a sleepy city on the western coast.

			Today she was attending a conference at Tekna, the corporation that had acquired Popotops two years ago. It was the first time store managers had been asked to join, and she’d shut her office door as if to make a point – that she alone had been invited somewhere special. She could hear Rose and Van chat to customers outside or barge down the corridor to the storeroom. Van whistled or sang to himself. Rose was quieter, beyond the occasional box thudding to the floor and a sharp Fuck!

			She drew the blinds over the single high window and in the gloom her screen awoke to show an empty stage; then the view changed, panning to the rows of Tekna managers and executives in the audience. They were waiting for something not just to start, but to happen, their faces alert, their bodies upright and expectant. They were five hundred miles south in Mejira, and she could see how pleased and proud they were to be there. She tried to picture herself actually there, sitting amongst them.

			Suddenly the camera panned to a stark bone of spotlight and a woman appeared beneath it. She looked a lot like Lal. She had the same round cheeks, button nose, and plump lips, but on this woman they were sculpted more perfectly – the cheeks and nose more innocent, the lips plumper and fuller. She had the same short brown hair, too, except hers gave off a golden shimmer. Her eyes were placid and gentle, where Lal’s were full of want, and she was thinner, too, in a way that someone full of want could never be. As she stood spotlit and alone, surrounded by darkness, a wild applause erupted before her. That elite audience, those managers and executives, came to life. There was whooping and cheering and the thunder of feet on the floor, pounding out approval. Lal was seized with an envy so intense that for a moment she couldn’t breathe. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to be the woman or the audience, but it didn’t matter – she simply felt that old, pulsing need, a sense she deserved more than what she’d got, more than her soft body and her ordinary brains, more than being the waitress and then being the boss.

			When she was younger she had not been promising, had not distinguished herself at all. At home she begged for attention, jealous of her older sister’s intelligence and ease, but beyond this she was not memorable, nor did she try to be. There was a photo at someone else’s birthday party, a few years before the carpet tantrum, in which all the other kids sat together with heaped bowls of cake and ice cream. Lal didn’t have one – she’d been forgotten – and she was open-mouthed and helpless, frozen in time with this look of lack.

			On-screen, meanwhile, the woman stood motionless, her hands cupped together, her face preternaturally calm. A man in a leather jacket strode onstage a moment later and came to stand beside her. Lal knew who he was – Uhli Ranh, Tekna’s CTO, in charge of technology for all its brands, Popotops included. He looked underslept, rumpled, and utterly in command of himself. He scanned the audience with a wide grin and basked in their applause. For a moment his gaze rested on the camera, on the store managers sitting in their poky offices all over the country, and then he turned to the woman beside him.

			‘They want to meet you.’

			Lal’s office grew darker, as if the sun had disappeared completely, and she focused on the woman’s eyes, so bright they seemed lit from within. The woman stared straight ahead and minutely opened her mouth, and the audience went still.

			‘Hello, I’m Karina,’ she said warmly. ‘How can I help you?’

			For this, she received a standing ovation. She continued to smile, fluttering her eyelashes, and Lal peered more closely. Her neck, she realised, was tilting at an angle that looked a touch too far down and a little too much to the left. She scanned the audience, her smile at halfmast now, and when her eyes came to rest again on the camera this time Lal saw it – the absence in them, the gentleness that had shaded not into something remote, not an unwillingness to connect, but instead had given way to a total vacancy. And then Lal understood. She was an aut.

			‘One day,’ the aut said, still smiling, ‘I will be just like you.’

			After the applause had died down, Uhli Ranh took over. He was proud and bullish onstage. ‘Karina here is a humanoid aut,’ he told the crowd, ‘a prototype, the first of her kind. To start with, we’re putting her on the front line at Popotops, and then we’re going to take her global.’

			He looked at her affectionately, and the audience’s whistles and claps and cries of joy continued. Lal took a picture of the aut and sent it to her sister. She was curious to see what she’d say – would she recognise what it was? The answer lit her phone up straight away; of course she did. You couldn’t get around Janetta – she knew everything already. But then she asked if it was conscious.

			What a strange question. Lal had no idea.

			The door opened a crack. ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Rose said, coming in. ‘I need some Alti Bay.’

			Lal didn’t respond except for pulling her chair close to the desk so Rose could step past and plunder the coffee stores in the corner. The aut left the stage with a beatific smile and Ranh held out a black oval, as small as a seashell, in his palm.

			‘In a few months,’ he said, eyeing them all knowingly, ‘these server auts will be standard in every store across Iolra. Want to see how they work?’

			Rose tore open a box behind her so Lal couldn’t hear the answer, but Ranh lowered his palm to someone in the front row. ‘Go on, ask it for a coffee.’

			The woman said something and the aut flickered enigmatically blue.

			‘You think it got that?’ Ranh said.

			The audience was mesmerised. A tiny drone buzzed into view from the wings and deposited a coffee into the woman’s hands.

			‘Great,’ said Rose miserably.

			‘Shhh—’

			‘How can you lap this up? That aut is going to take our jobs.’

			‘Please, Rose—’

			Behind her Rose was staring at the screen, balancing several bags of beans against her chest. Ranh was explaining that the server aut scanned your body and tracked wherever your payment device was – no need for you to do a thing.

			‘That’s a horrendous privacy breach,’ Rose said. ‘Is he for real?’

			‘Can you please get out?’

			They could talk to each other like this because they’d been best friends almost all their lives. Lal could give Rose a pleading stare and they’d both know it wasn’t about her being left alone to do anything managerial, it was purely about her weakness for Tekna. It was common knowledge that Lal was in love with the company, while Rose hated it. But she decided to push the seniority angle anyway.

			‘This is for managers, Rose – you’re not supposed to be here.’

			But Rose didn’t move, and she didn’t take her eyes off the screen. Lal returned to it, too, to see Uhli Ranh standing with his hands on his hips, watching a small white cylinder do nothing. The top of a strawberry milkshake began to emerge slowly from it, then the rest of it too, as if from the depths of the earth. He handed it to a man in the audience, the broad, delighted grin never leaving his face.

			Lal knew what this was doing to Rose. She could feel the heat of her anger, heard her breathing more loudly, prepared herself for recriminations. She imagined her spitting her wrath at Ranh, throwing bags of beans at the screen, boxes of spoons and cones. She turned and moved in front of the screen as if to shield those faraway executives from her friend.

			But Rose was stunned. Her lower lip dropped and her face had taken on a greenish hue and she didn’t say a word.

			Lal said defensively, ‘I told you – this is for managers only.’

			Rose looked at her, dismayed, grabbed a stack of napkins and left. Lal almost flinched from the ice in her wake. Then she remembered Janetta’s baffling question and quickly responded.

			Back on the screen, amid the applause, an image of the Mejira skyline appeared, a horizon of chrome and glitter and glass, and at the centre was the Tekna Tower, vaulting into the clouds. After this there was a video on the origins of Tekna. Its founder had been an orphan, his parents killed in the Second Yalin War. He’d owned an integrated steel mill and diversified into shipbuilding, car manufacturing, retail and entertainment.

			Watching this, Lal’s eyes brightened. She thought of her years of want, her childish cravings when Popotops meant just scoops of thick sweetness, the weight of desire fulfilled. She was boxed in now by the very same thing, trapped in this world of her youth.

			Outside, she heard the familiar cadences of Rose and Van talking, louder and more quickly than usual, Rose probably complaining about the auts she’d just seen. Lal blocked it out and focused on the screen. It appeared to her like gold, and her surroundings as a dull reproach. She wanted to put her hands through it, reach out to what was there – she wanted to disappear into it and enter that other world.

		

	
		
			One Year Earlier – Rose

		

	
		
			 

			It had turned into a beautiful day. Rose was glad of it, because it meant her brother’s barbecue could go ahead. She was in the mood for cracking open a beer or two in Naji’s big, messy garden and chatting to his mates and not really having to think about anything too much. It had been a long time since her brother had decided to have people over, and while she knew it was partly because his girlfriend, Hela, was pregnant, and they wanted to celebrate it, she also knew that there was something symbolic about him finally opening his house up to guests again.

			She had a day off, and before the rain had cleared and they knew the barbecue was going ahead, she hadn’t known what to do with all that time on her hands. She had thought she would try to do some studying, or maybe see Lal, but she’d woken up depressed, so it was good she’d been given her orders for the day. There was a chance otherwise – quite a large chance – that she’d have ended up getting stoned and sitting in her room and thinking about things, or not thinking about things, just staring out of her window for hours at the block opposite. Her mum would have come in, she would have told her to go away; her brother Yash would have tried too, and although she liked his company, she’d have told him to go away as well. Now, though, they were all leaving together at two on the dot, all walking around to Naji’s to spend the afternoon with his mates.

			In the kitchen, her mum and Yash had made piles of sandwiches and her brother was wrapping them while her mum finished the washing-up.

			‘They look really nice.’ Rose reached for a roll, but her brother slapped her hand away.

			‘Get off!’

			Rose held her hands up. ‘Sorrysorrysorry.’

			‘You can eat them when we get there.’

			‘Okay, okay,’ she said, sloping over to her mother and resting her head on her shoulder.

			Her mother wiped her hands on a towel, gave Rose a hug, and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Come on, love, we’ll have a nice afternoon.’

			Rose stayed a moment longer, allowing the hug she’d asked for, then jerked away and, folding her arms, went back to her bedroom, fell onto her bed and exhaled.

			They’d moved to this small flat a year ago and Rose’s room was so close to the kitchen that they could probably hear her breathing. You knew when someone was sad here because they were all packed in together, breaths and sighs and cries criss-crossing constantly. The story was that Rose was sad right now because she’d broken up with her boyfriend, and it was true, she was somewhat upset about this. But it didn’t explain her sense that she was moving underwater all the time, that everything good and real was far away and out of reach. It didn’t explain the fact that even when she’d been with her boyfriend she’d felt like this. It didn’t explain why every morning she woke up and felt a heaviness, had to force herself out of bed.

			But her brothers were acting normally now, her mum was acting normally, and her dad, they’d all apparently decided, was the pictures on the mantelpiece. They walked past them however many times a day and that’s how he stayed in their lives. She hadn’t heard her mum cry for weeks. She didn’t want to be the only one still struggling. She didn’t mind looking weak, she just didn’t want to be weak.

			So let it be the boyfriend. The boyfriend she’d long grown out of and had chosen to get rid of herself. Let it be the boyfriend, and then she could leave thoughts of him at home and go to Naji’s barbecue, and try to have some fun.

			 

			Her mum saw what was happening the moment she walked through the back gate, her arms filled with food.

			‘It’s his bloody mates from the warehouse,’ she hissed, mostly to Yash. Naji worked in a warehouse outside of town; the company that made and distributed electrical parts. He’d been there since he left school, almost a decade, so long now that it was hard to think of him ever working anywhere else. Yash found his brother’s workmates intimidating and would have easily chosen the safety of his computer games over these scary, hulking guys. But Rose thought her mum and brother were being ridiculous – she recognised some of them and they were good people. Around her father’s death, she’d even considered a couple of them to be friends.

			‘I’ll go first,’ she said, pushing past. Naji and his girlfriend, Hela, lived on one of the hills on the far side of Upper Sunset, in a dirty yellow house with a dark red roof that overhung it like a sunhat. The house was old and dilapidated, but it was Naji’s kingdom; his first assertion that he was an adult, making it in the world on his own.

			She gave Hela a hug – Hela who was alternately a perfect saint or famously bossy – though right now she was all smiles, her stomach the gentle round of the second trimester, her make-up – foundation, eyeliner, glossy lipstick – as intact as ever, but her dark hair for once unstraightened and curling at the bottom a little – and asked her how the baby was. It would be Rose’s first niece or nephew, but she knew Hela wanted a brood; she’d made no secret of it. Naji didn’t seem to care either way, though Rose felt he must have some private misgivings, but he left his friends and came over now, kissing his mum, hugging his younger brother and Rose, then finally putting his arm around his girlfriend.

			‘You see the next generation!’ he said, nodding towards her stomach.

			Hela elbowed him away. ‘Go and help your mum with the food.’

			Naji did what he was told and Rose watched, amused, as her domineering older brother scooped up the bags from his mother’s arms and took them all indoors. When she turned around again, Hela had gone, and she wondered whether she should go and say hi to Naji’s colleagues. They were all standing at the other end of the garden in groups of twos and threes, a radio blaring on the grass beside them. Someone Rose didn’t recognise was watching over the barbecue, assiduously turning hamburger patties and sausages; the smell was delicious. She went over to get a beer from the table stacked with drinks next to him and a sudden whiff of weed came from nowhere. She looked around again, saw that at least two people had spliffs, and realised that her mother wouldn’t be staying long.

			‘You’re the sister, right?’ said the guy on the barbecue.

			‘I am . . . the sister.’ Rose gave him a semi-friendly nod.

			‘You all look the same – the whole family—’ The man pointed towards the kitchen with his barbecue tongs, indicating Naji, Yash and her mum, who were inside. Rose smiled wryly at this, for it was true. They all had thick eyebrows and dark, flashing eyes which could turn angry at a moment’s notice. That was from their mum. Their dad had been tall and handsome, with cheekbones that she and Yash had inherited, and a regal bearing that Naji definitely had, even though he worked out and looked like he was always up for a fight. Yash had it, too, and he was still skinny – would probably always be skinny. Rose, like her mum, was in no way regal, but she was pleased at least to have got the cheekbones.

			‘I never noticed.’

			‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘A stupid thing to say.’

			Rose walked off without replying, seeking a spot where she wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. She wasn’t usually this unfriendly. She had thought the party would cheer her up – it was just that when she got there and saw all of Naji’s friends, she realised she hadn’t spoken to any of them since the funeral, and that it was disconcerting to see them now. She slipped indoors and past her family in the kitchen, where her mum was giving Naji directions on how long to heat up some sausage rolls. In the living room, his dog, Deo, sprawled lazily on the sofa. She went past her and up the stairs.

			‘Come on, Deo, come on!’ Suddenly enlivened, Rose clapped her hands at her. ‘Come on, Deo, good girl!’ Deo was a good girl. She jumped up, panting happily, and bounded up the stairs after Rose. Rose took an immediate right, into the small room that was going to be for the baby and was currently full of old furniture and piles of clothes. She sat on the floor and buried her face in Deo’s soft golden fur.

			‘I can’t fucking face it.’

			Deo sat patiently for a few moments and let her do this. Rose lifted her head and gave the dog a grateful few strokes, and then Deo settled more comfortably onto the floor, as though she was going to stay, and Rose, exhausted, rolled down beside her, lay on her back, and looked at the ceiling. Through the open window she could hear noises from the party, the chatter, the radio, briefly, her mother’s voice. She closed her eyes. She would go down when she was ready.

			 

			But you can’t stay hiding in the upstairs bedroom forever. You can’t expect a dog to find your miserable, horizontal self entertaining for that long. Deo got up before her – it had only been twenty minutes, and she could have had another half hour, another hour – but once she’d been left dogless, lying on the floor staring at the ceiling in a room that was not your own felt weird, so she reluctantly got up, too. She followed the dog’s wagging tail down the stairs, and from the back door watched her spring happily into the bright, hot day outside, not quite ready to join her.

			Her brother was in the centre of the garden now, knocking back a beer, and while the scene was still to all appearances casual, she knew that something else was going on. A group of his friends stood around him in a semicircle and almost everyone else was facing him, as though all the action was focused on this sole point. Her mum and Yash were in the corner by the wall, Yash thoughtlessly chomping on a burger, out-of-place and distracted, and her mum anxiously surveying the attendees, perhaps trying to remember who she recognised from the funeral, too.

			Nearby, Hela chatted to some women Rose had never seen. They all had a similar look – the long, glossy hair, make-up and painted nails, the shiny leggings and tight dresses. Rose felt they were a different species to her, though she had nothing against Hela and in fact felt almost sorry for her, because as much as she’d appeared to domesticate and subdue Naji, Rose knew her brother was really incapable of doing anything anyone else wanted.

			He stopped drinking then, looked around as if to assess something, glanced at Rose, and fumbled for something in his pocket which glinted in the sun. As he held the bottle in the air and tapped against it, she saw it was a pocketknife. The noise, sharp and high, shut everyone up.

			‘I’d like to say a few words,’ he said into the stillness.

			She’d never seen him make a speech before, although their whole childhood he’d lectured her and she’d gazed back with almost as much solemn adoration as she’d given their dad.

			‘It’s been a long time since we’ve had this many people over,’ he said, ‘and it’s a good day for it – we’re blessed with blue skies and a reason to celebrate.’ He extended his arm to Hela, who was squeezed by her excited friends. ‘But there’s something else. A lot of you have asked me over the years to run for union rep, and that’s never been something I could easily do – not with a background like mine.’

			Since her dad died there had been speculation – from friends, family, people who’d known them for years – over whether his son had inherited his mettle, his ability to fight, and his doggedness – these things that he’d been famed for, which had made him such a good union leader for so long. Naji had the charisma, but he was so different from their dad that Rose couldn’t quite see it.

			‘But things have changed,’ he said. ‘Things are getting tough at work – those auts are taking our jobs. Two weeks ago, they were introduced to do the picking and packing on floor D; how many people lost their jobs? Eighty-two! Eighty-two people lost their jobs. That could be us any day now, and I can’t sit back and let it happen. We want some respect, we want some job security, and we want to say NO to the auts!’

			At this, there was an enormous cheer. Rose thought about the conference Lal had watched at work, and how differently her brother and best friend felt, and how painful it was to pick sides. And then she saw her mother’s eyes were moist – she must have been thinking of their dad. He had died suddenly, on a sunny day just like this one last year. He’d had a heart attack in a meeting – he’d been talking to management down at the port, and they couldn’t remember his last words before he collapsed, even though at the time she had begged them to try. As though it mattered. Those same bosses, for whom he’d worked for decades, had paid for a big send-off, a big funeral, then they had left the family to get on with it. There had been this hole in their lives ever since, except lately her mother and Yash had discussed her father less, her mother had cried less, and Naji barely mentioned him at all.

			‘Now, I want to say a word about my father,’ Naji said. Rose stared at him, amazed, and the silence surrounding his speech grew deeper. ‘He was a legend around here. He did so much for Ulrusa’s labour movement that he’s a tough act to follow, but I’m going to try. I can’t promise I’ll ever be a tenth of the leader he was, or that I’ll make a tenth of those things happen – but if you vote for me, I will do my very best.’ He nodded solemnly at his colleagues. ‘Now, enough of this – go and enjoy yourselves.’

			His workmates applauded and began to chat intently amongst themselves, in a way that suggested his announcement was not a surprise; that they had already been thinking of him in the role. Rose’s mum was looking at him in a peculiar way, but Yash gazed around, his attention drifting. As several of Naji’s mates clapped him on the back, Rose felt her stomach twist and she took herself back inside. She looked around the living room in the afternoon shade, its blank walls and overstuffed sofas and enormous television. So her brother was channelling their father – he’d said it. He was trying to bring him back. He’d never felt good enough for him, aware he was a different kind of man – quick and rash and physical, rather than silver-tongued, authoritative and, at times, tyrannical like their father. She wondered, knowing the problems between the two of them, if he’d have been proud.

			She couldn’t explain why she herself had walked away, rather than congratulate him – why she was now on her own in an empty room. Naji would surely want her praise – they were close, and praising him had always been part of her role. But instead it was a relief, just for a moment, to take a break from it all.

		

	
		
			One Year Earlier – Janetta

		

	
		
			 

			Ulrusa’s northern beaches were only a few hours from where ­Janetta had lived her whole life, but until now, she’d not thought to explore them. Without Malin – before Malin – she had had no sense of adventure. Or, she did, but she had no facility for action – she only knew how to make things happen at her desk. Now she went down muddy clifftop trails, reaching out for overhanging branches and keeping an eye on her girlfriend, who was skipping ahead as though she’d walked this route a hundred times before. Malin wasn’t even from Ulrusa, she was from Heinis, but her confidence was typical. It exactly reflected their relationship: Malin breezy and unafraid, Janetta hesitant and slower, but willing to be led.

			Malin spun around and told her, ‘We’re almost there.’ Her sandals were silver, thin-strapped, covered with dirt. Each time she turned, more dust would rise and settle on them, dulling them slowly but irrevocably. She didn’t seem to care. Perhaps she felt pausing to clean them would have stopped the spontaneity, the forward motion, and that her role in Janetta’s life was partly to bring her these things.

			Janetta, in her plain and sensible trainers, didn’t mind, though she was awed by the flagrant desecration of such pretty shoes. But she didn’t say anything. Instead, she did her best to keep up.

			They were going to Targosa Beach, as it was meant to be one of the wonders of the local coastline. Because you could only get there on foot it was never busy, and because it was a Monday – Janetta had taken a day off and Malin wasn’t due at her bar job until later – they might even be the only ones there. Janetta was in charge of her own schedule so could do what she liked, but it still felt subversive not to be at her desk today, as though she was slipping between worlds. Clutching a thin, cool hemlock branch, she saw the ocean silvering in the sun through the trees and admitted she was glad of the change.

			At the top of the trail the air was purer, the light brighter, and there was a waterfall that ran to the sea. They could sit here for lunch, Malin said, then walk to the bottom of the waterfall and swim.

			They sat down to their picnic, Malin perching on a rock, just in front of the waterfall, unafraid. Janetta ate a plum, some cookies, and some dried sausage, in that order. Malin made herself a sandwich. They sat in companionable silence, listening to water slamming onto rocks, ferocious in its downwards pelt, and looked out at the edges of dunes sticking out below, and the dark of the sea. Janetta brushed away tiny stones that dented her palm, took her phone from her bag and said sheepishly, ‘You don’t have to listen.’

			‘I’m not, I promise!’

			Janetta pressed record. ‘Happiness,’ she said softly. ‘Add to happiness repository. Feeling tones for happiness – the feeling of joy with another person. Wait, no . . .’ She stopped, considered. She was often happy when she was alone. This was different – a disbelief that she was able to spend so much time with one other person, a delight whenever she saw them, a constant desire to touch and be touched. This was a small campfire in the space between them, it was the blazing pink of the pomegranate Malin had just broken open, it was the fact Janetta would tolerate cigarette smoke now because it was coming from her, even though she still coughed and waved it away.

			‘Sorry,’ Malin said.

			‘Correction,’ Janetta began again. ‘Not happiness. Joy, I think – add to joy repository. Feeling tones for joy – a lightness inside, a happiness – oh!’ She stopped recording.

			Malin laughed.

			‘Stop listening! This is boring – it’s work.’

			‘Creating a repository of human emotions and teaching auts how to respond to them is boring? You know it’s the exact opposite. But I’ll leave you to it.’

			She shifted towards the waterfall and Janetta tried again to articulate her feelings. She was creating a resource for herself – for her Ph.D. research – but she’d long realised it was hard to get it exactly right. She did like to try, though. ‘Contentment. Add to contentment repository. Feeling tones for contentment – a waterfall, a plum, happiness. No – no – I’ve done it again!’

			Malin looked at her with amazement. ‘I think the word you want is love.’

			 

			They had met at a bar near the university, at the end of the second year of Janetta’s Ph.D. She’d gone for a drink with her Institute colleagues one night to celebrate a breakthrough in some of their work, and she’d been glad to. She’d begun at that point to feel a small, strange yearning as the liveliness of the day ceded to the claustrophobia of home. It wasn’t that she wanted the extended company of her friends – it was a need, at last, for something more.

			She was alone at the bar when Malin had appeared at her side and asked if she could buy her a drink. Assuming she was a friend of a friend, she’d said yes, and two tiny glasses of hotorro appeared before them.

			They clinked.

			‘What are we toasting?’ Malin asked. Her smile was dazzling.

			‘I’ve—’ Janetta collected herself. ‘I’ve discovered how to make my auts gave a complex response to an entirely new subset of human emotions.’

			‘Oh. I see.’ Malin fixed Janetta with her malachite gaze. ‘Would you mind if I kissed you?’

			‘I – um—’

			‘You don’t have to respond in a complex way.’

			‘I – yeah – I’d like that.’

			Malin was shorter than her, with an elegant face, sharp nose, a perfect circle of mouth. She had long, loose dark hair and a playful, teasing expression, taking Janetta in as if she knew exactly what she was looking for and was sizing her up to see if she had it. A thin tease of dress strap fell from her shoulder.

			Janetta stared hungrily at her bare collarbone, downed her hotorro – the peat-cherry burst like sparks – and met her eye. Malin downed hers too, and kissed her. It felt like ceremony.

			 

			‘It’s not love,’ Janetta said defensively now.

			‘Okay.’ Malin stubbed her cigarette out. ‘Not love. Have you ever been in love?’

			Janetta couldn’t respond. One thing she disliked about this, this beauty sitting opposite, this beauty all around, was that it was too perfect, too sugary sweet, too mutual. Surely they couldn’t keep it up.

			‘Sorry – such an awkward question.’ Malin looked to the sea, her gaze open and unperturbed, as if she were still waiting for an answer. Janetta watched her instead. She wasn’t talkative and Malin knew this, but it didn’t seem to stop her digging, or for the digging to rearrange her insides in unfamiliar ways. She thought emotions could be categorised and distinctly understood, but when she was with Malin she felt so much all at once. She reached out and stroked her cheek.

			‘Is it tenderness?’

			‘Maybe.’ She took her hand from the cool curve. ‘Let me try that. Tenderness. Add to tenderness repository. Feeling tones – a desire to touch, benevolence, love—’

			‘Love?!’

			‘Did I say “love”?’ Her face flamed. Surprising new leaks of pleasure didn’t mean she was in love.

			Her phone lit up then with a message from Lal. It was a picture of a woman who looked like her sister – same dark brown hair, round cheeks, big eyes – but in those eyes was a strange and empty look that Lal would never have.

			You’ll never guess, she’d written.

			Malin peered. ‘What’s wrong with Lal?’

			‘I don’t think it’s her. That’s not her face, those aren’t her—’ She broke off and scrutinised the image.

			You know it’s not me, wrote her sister.

			‘It’s a humanoid aut,’ she told Malin. To Lal she wrote, I know. I assume it’s Tekna’s creation?

			Course.

			It was hard to ask the next question. Malin being there was a relief, now, a reality she could touch and hold. She grabbed her hand.

			Is it conscious?

			Nothing came through and the seconds turned to minutes. Her gut knotted with fear.

			Course not.

			Of course not. She shut her eyes as the fear subsided and she heard the waterfall blur with the rustle of trees, birdsong in the distance. Malin wrapped her arms around her.

			‘Want to go swimming?’

			 

			The path to the cove was rocky, slippery, steep. Out of her element, Janetta blinked rapidly, clenched her fists, tiptoed every step until it felt safe to land her soles. Malin too trod gingerly, as though she’d reached the limits of her fearlessness, and she almost slipped once, twice, but both times teetered and balanced. She didn’t turn to see how Janetta was doing. Water sprayed them as they went and Janetta rolled up the cuffs of her jumper, brushed droplets from her leggings.

			The waterfall cascaded and pooled in the deserted cove. They left their clothes on the rocks and their food on top, wrapped to deter ants, and Malin waded straight into the shallows, shrieking as the water lapped her legs.

			Janetta checked her phone to see if her sister had said more, but there was nothing – she had nothing to worry about. She watched Malin fall backwards into the sea, cry with pleasure and float, swirling tiny waves with her hands. She told her phone: ‘Love. Add to love repository. Feeling tones—’

			But the words didn’t come, as though they were still hiding, and so she went out into the water, too. Its coldness startled, and a fog was rising further out. Malin was letting her body sink; her legs had disappeared and now her waist was submerging too. Janetta gathered her hair and felt for the soft seabed with the balls of her feet, then she too fell backwards, with a splash, and, engulfed by cold that suddenly became tolerable, she stared at the endless sky.

		

	
		
			Twelve Months Later

		

	
		
			1

			The Tekna Tower had been in a contest with the buildings around it before they even existed. When it was built, its architects must have imagined what Mejira might look like in twenty or thirty years and designed it to ensure that it would always soar above everything else. Back then it had appeared on the horizon like lightning fixed in space and, while the skyline had quickly grown around it, nothing else had ever come close. It was as if all the buildings that followed had been given instructions to simmer down, know their place, and they’d meekly obliged.

			If you came by train to the city you could see them up ahead, densely packed together. Individually they were dreary, but from afar the effect was hypnotic, a cold, unfurling sprawl. At the very centre, the Tower shot clear of the rest, a sharp shimmer vaulting from its dark square base up into the clouds, where it became pointed, a silver antenna.

			For the first twenty-three years of her life, Lal had known only the blue skies and wide, windy beaches of Ulrusa, its slow pace and provincial mood. When she saw the Tower under a fist of darkening clouds, that all felt very far away. Back home it had acted like a magnet for her vague and inchoate dreams and that day, gathered irresistibly towards it, she at last felt them start to take shape.

			She was aware that fantasies about money and success were common and nothing to be ashamed of, but the substance of her own embarrassed her. She had begun to dream of living in a luxurious flat – say, an enormous top-floor apartment with views over Mejira – and of the leisure that money would give her, of drudgery and day-to-day chores disappeared from her life, of her body weightless, finely tuned, caressed, rather than a permanent disappointment. No one else she knew had such a base craving for it – the only person she could think of who was even interested was Van, and he didn’t take it seriously. He laughed about how nice it would be to be rich, then forgot about it. Her parents were relentlessly, irritatingly humble, and her sister and her oldest friend were uninterested to the point of being renunciates.

			She wondered how much the visions of wealth she’d seen when she was younger played a part: the films and television she’d watched late into the night had taught her wealth meant ease, whether the characters were chasing that wealth and ease or already had it. Money was part of the fabric of their lives; all joys and successes bestowed because of it. Janetta would sometimes come downstairs to tell her to go to sleep – she didn’t need to say that she’d been working that whole time; Lal knew that and it made her feel ashamed. She suspected that filling her mind up with trash had turned her into someone who, for all her own capacity for work, at her core still yearned for what television had promised: fewer problems, more happiness, endless ease.

			 

			Dhont, on the eastern outskirts of Mejira, was where her job was actually based – Data Monitor, Tekna (based in Dhont), the advert had said. She’d been throwing applications at the great machine of Tekna’s human resources both desperately and diligently, her entreaties sober and carefully worded, for a year before this, waiting for a single bite. She’d have taken anything. Getting the job of Data Monitor, Tekna (based in Dhont) was the greatest thing to have ever happened to her. It was better than meeting Rose when they were four years old and Rose had befriended her in nursery by sharing her lunch with her, an occasion she’d always previously believed was the greatest – closely followed by getting the manager job at Popotops. But this, even as the train curved around the city centre and the Tower disappeared from sight, knocked Rose right off the top spot. Lal closed her eyes and whispered the happy, disbelieving mantra:

			I live in Mejira and I work at Tekna.

			I live in Mejira and I work at Tekna.

			 

			Dhont itself, though, was disappointing. She hadn’t realised it was so far from the centre. Her previous outings to Mejira had been for school trips where she’d trooped around the Iolran History Museum and the Iolra–Yalin Centre for Peace and other such dusty, well-meaning historical institutions, the Tower glinting in the background. When she was older, she’d gone once or twice with friends to slouch around downtown and go shopping somewhere infinitely more vast than Ulrusa. They’d slept on the eight-hour coach journey back, surrounded by bags of cheap clothes and flimsy accessories that they could have got back home for the same price but not the same cachet. They took a double seat each and picked their biggest, roundest shopping bags for pillows. Mejira back then was the small world that radiated out from its centre and she wouldn’t have dreamed of wondering about what lay on the outskirts. But now she was in Dhont and her heart sank even before the train pulled into the station. On the horizon, low-lying buildings were bisected by dual carriageways and ring roads. The sole outlier was a grim concrete slab belonging to a hotel chain, recognisable by the blue tint of its windows and the hotel logo splashed onto its top and sides. The landscape was otherwise both residential and light industrial, insistently charmless in every direction.

			When she’d first seen the pictures of Tekna’s satellite centre in Dhont (Mejira) – as it had said on the website, with Mejira bracketed to show that Dhont was in Mejira – it had looked like an idyllic bubble of R&D, a lush, verdant campus, a pastoral continuation of the Tekna Tower. She’d understood this was advertising and yet now she was here, the reality was deeply disappointing. She headed past grim grey buildings, half-empty car parks, a shabby blue sign saying Dhont Technopark. Eventually she found the campus housing, which was as dismal as everything else: dingy blocks lined by paved walkways and rows of threadbare trees. She’d been excited to sign up to live on campus, take advantage of Tekna’s offer of accommodation, but as she walked towards her designated apartment she realised it must have been built for a past influx of workers because these dreary concrete blocks were dirty and neglected. Peering into neighbouring flats, she saw the bare-bones still life of uninhabited rooms, and when she came to her own and opened the door, she found it identical to the others, with a single bed at the back, a desk against the side wall, and a television bolted above. The bathroom was so small you could practically shower while on the toilet.

			It was not pleasant, spending her first night there alone. Had she spoken to someone in the day, had some kind of anchor in this new world, she would have felt less disheartened. But as she tried to sleep, cold in her narrow bed with its thin, ungenerous blankets, she convinced herself that she was the only person on the entire campus, out in this no-man’s-land, and rather than feeling thrilled and adventurous, she just felt more distressed. Eventually she turned on her bedside lamp to write to Rose. She said she was scared and alone, and that Dhont was different to how she’d imagined it. She considered Rose’s reaction. Complete indifference, probably. She deleted the message, turned the light out, and lay down again in the dark.

			 

			Lal’s new office was a long, narrow room with a single window at the far end. She walked past a row of cubicles, curiously gazing at the backs of heads – one woman with dark, straight hair, another with a grey bob. A man with closely shaven hair, another with thicker, wavier hair and deep red spots on the back of his neck. No one turned to greet or acknowledge her, and she wondered when she’d get a chance to see their faces and say hello. Deposited by a practically wordless woman at what was clearly to be her own desk, she waited to see how she’d be inducted, and by whom. This was not what she’d expected – it was shadowy and quiet when she’d envisioned brightness, warmth, collaboration. A troubling instinct told her that things weren’t going to get better, but she squashed it and looked around wide-eyed and undeterred.

			The walls were a pale grey. The carpet was blue, stained, dirty. Damp mushroomed darkly on the ceiling above.

			And no one came.

			She stared at the crumbs in her keyboard, wiped some away with a cardigan sleeve. She adjusted herself in her chair, smoothed over the itchy seat fabric, and the sound of typing grew louder then seemed to recede. She checked what date her first pay cheque would arrive, then messaged her mother to remind her she would be sending her half. She was starting to feel self-conscious and was about to say something when the man on her right swivelled around to face her. He had long, thin hair splayed over his shoulders like a ruff, and was balding at the top. His old, too-tight T-shirt said The End Is Nigh. He absently scratched at a rush of tiny red spots on his arm as he eyed her speculatively, looking delighted.

			‘Lalita? I’m Ukones – I’ll be inducting you.’ He moved his chair until it was unnecessarily close and gazed her way with small, red-ringed eyes. He told her he was going to show her something called Teknaut, the program that monitored the roll-out of auts in Popotops branches across all of Iolra. Turning his body towards her screen, he waved his hand to wake it. She caught a whiff of sweat from his damp underarms. The screen lit up with a bright-green flicker of numbers and as Ukones sank back into his seat, she stared curiously. She knew that her job was to monitor and analyse what were called ‘efficiency proposals’. An algorithm would appear with what was meant to be the optimal use of auts for a branch of Popotops, and she had to check to make sure it was correct.

			‘You have to check every single thing,’ Ukones said, pointing to a long line of criteria down the side of the screen. ‘You need to calculate the projected efficiencies for each one, and then check it against the proposal.’

			‘Right.’ Lal nodded.

			Then he did a strange thing. He leaned towards her and mouthed something incomprehensible. She recoiled with a look of shock, almost disgust, but he didn’t react to this, instead repeating it – and this time she understood what he was mouthing: Don’t do that. He scrutinised her to see if the message had got through, but she looked away, towards the screen. She wasn’t interested in any sort of private communication with him. She was here to do a job, and to do it to the very best of her ability.

			‘See this down here?’ he continued, unabashed, twirling his finger towards an icon of a dustbin in the lower right of the screen. ‘You want to fill it with people. Takes a few weeks for it to get approved but in the meantime, just crack on. The more staff eliminated, the better you’re doing.’ He glared at her meaningfully and she decided he was a crank; there was nothing to do but agree with what he said until he left her alone.

			He showed her a few more things in Teknaut without any further weirdness and, when they were done, he sat back and rested his hands on his crumpled shorts.

			‘So, Lal, are you a local?’

			She was painfully aware they were the only two people in the room engaged in conversation. ‘I’m from Ulrusa,’ she said softly, and turned again to her screen, indicating she’d like to get on.

			‘I thought I recognised the accent. Do you know Mejira at all?’

			She debated what to say. Yes might lead to more conversation, no might lead to something even worse. ‘A bit.’ She gave him one more quick smile and thankfully he got the message and retreated to his own desk.

			But as she worked that day, finding her way around Teknaut and slowly getting her first efficiency proposal underway, he turned to her from time to time with a hopeful, troubling gaze. He didn’t appear to be getting on with his own work at all. At first she’d smiled back, but after a while she realised that reacting was encouraging him, so instead she kept her eyes trained on her screen, hoping he’d turn away.

			Ukones was the only person who’d made any overture towards friendliness in the entire office, though; everyone else remained silent as ghosts, only typing, breathing, minimally existing. At lunch he had disappeared for quite a while and come back with a hot dog he’d chewed slowly and ostentatiously at his desk, filling the room with its meaty, sweaty smell, but Lal, seeing none of the others taking a break, most not leaving their desks at all, followed their lead.

			He’d finished work at six, which felt early because it was now coming on to seven and no one else had yet packed it in for the day. She wanted to leave – she was finding the work tedious and difficult, and she needed a break. She’d purposefully mis-sold herself in her job application – she was more business-minded than mathematical – and as a result, she was only four per cent through her first efficiency proposal check, for a branch of Popotops in Mehonoy. With any luck she’d soon be at ten per cent, after verifying that a new food aut would indeed decrease the branch’s overheads and increase its profits by the percentages predicted by the algorithm. But she was still sitting up straight, even though her back ached and her shoulders were tightly knotted.
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