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      Mitsu liked her therapist. He was comforting. He assured her it wasn’t her fault that Budapest had been so badly damaged.

      ‘As I understand it, C19 had no choice but to let it happen.’

      ‘Not really. Not after what happened to Volgograd. Can’t do that to a Russian city and not suffer any consequences.’

      It had taken a long time to find a therapist she really liked. She’d tried many different models. Mox had to like him too because they were always sharing therapists. They’d tried having one each but it had never worked out. Each of them would be too curious about the other’s so they’d end up going to both. Really, they preferred sharing. They’d been like that since they were three years old, when they’d first met at the advanced nursery school.

      ‘I just wish I hadn’t been involved. There were a lot of casualties.’

      ‘It could have been much worse if C19 had allowed retaliation.’

      Their therapist was so well-spoken. They’d adjusted his accent, pushed it back to a type of cultured English rarely heard these days. Almost as cultured as Mox, and she’d modelled her accent on the previous Queen.

      ‘You might say your actions saved lives. No reprisals brought hostilities to an end.’

      Mitsu looked down at her legs. Soft pink slippers, bright pink stockings ending four centimetres below her small silver shorts. Her hair swung in front of her eyes. It was silver, yellow, purple, pink and blue. Here in Supercute space it was controlled by Big Colour Super V-Hair; outside it was biologically enhanced. In either it could be any length, any thickness, any combination of colours.

      ‘You could say it saved lives. But when we started Supercute, we never thought we’d end up discussing which military action might or might not be supported.’

      ‘I’d say you’ve both coped very well with all the changes you’ve seen.’

      He was so reassuring. Grey-haired, well-dressed, well-spoken. Mitsu liked her therapist. He always made her feel better. She remembered back to the time when artificial intelligence hadn’t advanced far enough for truly effective psychology. Both she and Mox had been obliged to visit human therapists. They’d never been as good.

      The show would be starting soon. She touched a button on her wrist and the therapy room faded away.

       

      Morioka Sachi, director, brought on Presenter Bear. It was almost time for the Supercute Show, flagship of the gigantic global corporation that was Supercute Enterprises, founded a long time ago by two young teenage girls in a bedroom in London, with only an iPhone and a collection of their favourite cuddly toys.

      In their dressing room, Mox and Mitsu reclined patiently in their make-up chairs as four tiny drones hovered in front of them, applying the finishing touches to their cosmetics and the final tweaks to their hair. They’d designed the colouring program themselves, writing their own code when the best commercial programs didn’t give them quite the extravagantly cute results they were looking for, and their multi-coloured hair was now imitated by their millions of youthful fans around the world.

      Two of the tiny drones withdrew, allowing others to take their places, these drones being responsible for attaching the tiny hearts and stars to Mox and Mitsu’s faces so that a colourful array of pink, blue and red shapes ran down their cheeks. Next came the sticking plaster over their noses, pink with a picture of Small Cute Presenter, a stylised kitten which was a fan favourite and a big seller.

      Sachi’s voice sounded in the dressing room. ‘Three minutes, ladies.’

      On stage, Presenter Bear strode out to welcome the audience, those watching around the world and those here in Supercute space. Presenter Bear was another popular character, an endearing fluffy brown bear whose image could currently be seen projecting from cereal packets all around the world.

      ‘Is everyone ready for the Supercute girls?’

      The audience screamed that yes, they were.

      Mox and Mitsu stood up. Mitsu looked down at her feet. She was wearing a delicate pair of embroidered slippers. She spoke one word.

      ‘Platform.’

      Her slippers transformed, the thin soles extending by twelve centimetres, the uppers stretching up over her ankles, till she wore the platforms favoured by Supercute. They were striking, distinctive, and rather impractical, unless, like Mox and Mitsu, you’d had a lot of practice. Mox did the same, transforming her shoes. ‘Reflections,’ said Mitsu. A holographic duplicate of each girl popped into existence in front of them, rotating slowly. They studied their appearances, checking for any minute detail that might be wrong. Supercute never let down their audience. Mox examined the hem of her lavender skirt, beneath which showed four centimetres of her thighs, in accordance with the Supercute Style Manual, the rest of her legs being covered by matching lavender stockings.

      ‘You look fantastic, Mitsu.’

      ‘So do you!’

      They smiled at each other. Like their friendship, their love of cute and colourful clothes had never worn thin. They heard the sound of their theme tune, ‘Destination Supercute’. It was loud, raucous, more so than might have been expected from their appearance. But they were idiosyncratic in that way and always had been. The Supercute Show had not developed from the judgements, opinions and marketing requirements of a corporate board; it had developed from the two girls’ individual tastes and their brilliance at relating to their audience.

      A new screen opened in front of them. Ms Gibbs, production assistant, smiled at them. ‘It’s time.’

      ‘We’re on our way.’

      They left the dressing room. Outside, two uniformed security guards escorted them towards the set. Mox and Mitsu strode along purposefully but when they neared the stage, their gait changed, so as they appeared in front of their audience there was a hint of fragility about them, a slight impression of delicacy which made you think they might need protection from the harsh world outside. In reality they were both so comprehensively enhanced with the most advanced biotech available, they’d have been unlikely to come to harm if a truck crashed into them, but that wasn’t the image they wanted to project. Their voices changed subtly too, so that they both sounded younger. Mox and Mitsu spoke sixteen languages and they could produce this effect in all of them.

       

      Presenter Bear ambled around the stage. He appeared solid and moved realistically, just the way he would have if he were real, if there could have been such a thing as a real, human-sized anthropomorphised brown bear with large brown eyes and a winning smile.

      ‘We’re the world’s number one show, from London to Rio, from Paris to Tokyo! Here they are, Mox and Mitsu, the Supercute girls!’

      Mox and Mitsu walked onto a stage that was colourful, cheerful, chaotic, noisy, and above everything else, cute. Colours were bright but never garish, the spectrum selected with infinite care so that nothing clashed. Everywhere you looked there were characters not met in the real world: tiny chibi figures scampering about, laughing and playing; smiling cupcakes and friendly strawberries sliding down miniature rainbows into comforting bento boxes. Sleepy kittens lay on plump pink cushions. Stars floated overhead, pink and blue like those on Mox and Mitsu’s faces.

      A stream of fans from all around the world appeared momentarily on stage, laughing and waving to the audience before fading out of the space which merged with the real-life performers. Supercute elements were everywhere, in clothing and stage design. Bears were a prevailing theme but there were other animals too, kittens and rabbits and pandas and robins, and the plump dinosaur, Blue Bronto, a firm favourite, which had sold more copies around the world than any other soft toy.

      The music increased in volume and for thirty seconds or so the musicians were visible, all dressed in tartan and black, a stylized version of a school band. Talented musicians, they’d become famous through their association with Supercute. They made a thunderous noise, again not quite the sound that might have been expected from the surroundings. The Supercute Show had always featured rock music and pop music from Europe and Japan, never once playing anything American.

      Mox smiled broadly and waved. ‘Hello Europe! Hello what’s left of Asia and America!’

      Mitsu waved too. ‘Hello Australia, hello Africa!’

      In the control room, Morioka Sachi deftly manipulated the transparent screens in front of her before selecting some suitable-looking fans to bring on stage.

      Six Nigerians, aged twelve or thirteen, appeared beside Mox and Mitsu, all dressed in their Supercute fan clothes, a great wave of bright pastels, short skirts, colourful T-shirts with slogans, tiny lavender cardigans layered over pink blouses, platform shoes, some wearing the popular Supercute medical masks in pink, light blue and white. Everyone entering Supercute space seemed to have extraordinary long, thick, brightly coloured hair in multiple shades. Most used the Supercute Big Colour Super V-Hair package that was an essential item for all Supercute fans. While they might not be able to have, in real life, extraordinary hair like Mox and Mitsu, they could in all the Fun Worlds created by Supercute.

      Some of the cute and colourful clothes were real, worn at home and translated into Supercute space. Others existed only in that space. Many of them had been bought from MitsuMox Global Merchandise, but there were other outfits which were either homemade or adapted from older items. Mox and Mitsu never insisted on their fans wearing Supercute brands. In fact, they encouraged people to make their own. (Despite this, their own brands sold in huge numbers around the world.)

      The fans danced and waved to everyone before Sachi faded them out again. Mox and Mitsu walked through the mass of cheerful characters, laughing as tiny chibis bounced around on their shoulders before jumping back to their companions. A miniature pink tornado tousled their hair then vanished. As they approached the front of the stage, the main camera angle focused very briefly, as if accidentally, on their slender bodies, before moving upwards to their beautiful, smiling faces. The show was aimed at pre-teens and teens, and presented as suitable for all ages, but for some teens, and older viewers, Mox and Mitsu provided an additional element of sex. They were well aware of this. It was never stressed but nor was it ever absent.

      Mox waved. ‘Always nice to see our friends from Nigeria. Keep hanging in there! What have we got on the show tonight, Mitsu?’

      ‘All our favourites! There’s a new episode of Supercute Space Warriors and we’ll be talking to Shanina right afterwards.’

      Shanina Space Warrior was a tremendously popular character. She led her crew through all kinds of adventures in the galaxy, displaying intelligence, bravery and a liking for Supercute outfits second only to Mox and Mitsu themselves. Despite being a fictional character she was often interviewed on the show. Many viewers had long ago forgotten that she wasn’t actually real.

      ‘Then we have the Supercute Fashion Show, a roundup of every new design in the new SuperGlam SuperNails pack, a report from the Supercute relief mission in Jayapura – our valocopter pilots have been busy – then we’ll be giving some tips for how to get through level six of Supercute Space Warriors nine, still top of the gaming charts after thirty-six weeks. We’ve got some fabulous new wings for Supercute Fairy Realm, and after that —’

      As if from nowhere, a small shower of water sprayed through the air, touching the girls. They laughed as if it were a cheerful surprise.

      ‘What’s that?’ Mox looked round.

      ‘It’s De-Sal Dim Dim!’ cried Mitsu.

      There was cheering from the audience as De-Sal Dim Dim bounced into view. De-Sal Dim Dim, the very cute logo of Supercute Greenfield, was another popular character. He appeared on stage as a smiling green figure about one metre tall. His face was already familiar in most countries in the world, visual representative of the huge desalinisation and environmental restoration business owned by Supercute. Since the multitude of natural disasters that had made the purification of sea water vitally important in every region, Supercute Greenfield had become one of the world’s largest companies. Their desalinisation plants could be seen on coastlines everywhere.

      De-Sal Dim Dim spread his arms and sang.

      
        
          
             

            ‘De-Sal Dim Dim cleans your water

            Make it safe for your son and daughter!

            Nice clean water from the sea

            Yummy goodness for you and me!’

          

        

      

      De-Sal sprayed more computer-generated water around and the crowd on stage shrieked and laughed. Mitsu leaned over to talk to him. ‘How’s life in the world of desalinisation, De-Sal?’

      ‘Wonderful! I’ve purified so much water in Portugal they’ve managed to grow some trees!’

      Trees appeared on stage, to fantastic applause. Mox seemed very impressed. ‘That’s great news, De-Sal!’

      De-Sal Dim Dim burst into song again.

      
        
          
             

            ‘There’s a little problem in Mexico

            They’ve got no water and the plants won’t grow

            But I’m going there to help them out

            Oh Mexico, I’ll end your drought!’

          

        

      

      Ms Mason, Chief Executive Officer of RX Enviro, sat in her boardroom with senior vice presidents Mr Hernandez and Mr Schulze, watching the Supercute Show. Mr Hernandez grunted in annoyance. ‘These Supercute bitches are not getting their hands on Mexico’s water rights.’

      Ms Mason showed no emotion as she replied, though it was a serious matter. ‘They already have. Once ZanZan signs the contract for attack drones, the deal’s done.’

      A large representation of the ongoing Supercute Show floated in front of them. Ms Mason watched dispassionately; Mr Hernandez with interest, as he knew his children loved Mox and Mitsu; Mr Schulze showed irritation. If Ms Mason insisted on holding board meetings in RX Enviro space, he wished she wouldn’t fill it with nature. Business, in his opinion, should not be done with the stars above and a waterfall behind. Adding to his ire, he loathed Supercute.

      ‘The Central American Recovery Body should never have allowed Supercute ZanZan to expand into their territory.’

      ‘They couldn’t stop them,’ said Ms Mason. ‘Supercute would have rolled the appropriation committee over. They own all these people.’

      ‘Supercute and ZanZan Defence. A match made in hell. Why did C19 let them get together?’

      ‘C19 remains neutral as long as no one rocks the boat too much.’

      Mr Hernandez shook his head. ‘If no one rocks the boat in our favour, RX Enviro is heading down the indexes and straight into history.

      RX Enviro were a huge operator in the fields of desalinisation and environmental repair. For the past five years they’d been losing out to Supercute Greenfield and the situation was becoming critical.

      ‘If we lose all the Mexican desalinisation contracts to Supercute we’re finished.’

      Above them the stars shone in a brilliant array. Mr Schulze frowned. When he’d first joined the company, you attended meetings by walking into a room and sitting at the table. He didn’t see that these gatherings in RX Enviro space were any great improvement. A discreet buzzer sounded, from an unseen secretary.

      ‘Ms Mason, it’s almost time for your call with Moe Bennie at Lark 3 Media.’

      A small transparent screen appeared in front of Ms Mason. She touched it. Moe Bennie’s data file appeared, his profile rotating on screen and financial figures running below. Moe Bennie was, from his appearance at least, a nineteen-year-old youth with a taste in clothes not dissimilar to Supercute. He had long, light blue hair, rather large blue eyes, and wore a long pink coat over a dark blue shirt, or possibly blouse.

      Mr Shultz shuddered. ‘Not another of these cutesy freaks.’ He had few points of reference to make sense of Moe Bennie’s appearance. Mr Hernandez did because he’d seen people like Moe Bennie in his children’s games. He looked like one of those characters his daughter liked who fought aliens with his magic space sword. Something like that anyway. Mr Hernandez hadn’t paid that close attention.

      ‘He has an interesting proposition,’ said Ms Mason, calmly.

       

      Mox and Mitsu took a break after their dance segment, letting Plumpy Panda lead viewers through the piece on Supercute’s current relief mission. Supercute space was suddenly full of pink and white valocopters taking supplies to the trapped and starving population of Jayapura. Anyone connected to Supercute space was able to get on board and watch as aid was delivered by the Supercute female pilots, themselves celebrities, all dressed in the well-known Supercute camouflage. This was four shades of pink and had been fashioned by Mox and Mitsu themselves, basing it on a Danish army design which had long since disappeared from the world.

      Mox and Mitsu sat backstage, sipping green tea, resting after their dance. They’d put a lot of effort into it as they always did, enough to tire even their enhanced bodies. These days they were brilliant dancers though neither of them had been especially gifted when young. They’d always been enthusiastic and confident enough to spend time on dance floors in London nightclubs when they were teenagers, but it hadn’t featured on their show in the beginning. They’d added dancing skills to their repertoire later, studying the art quite meticulously, the same way they’d studied mathematics and languages at school, physics and computer sciences at university. When they began to earn money from their show they’d hired instructors, learned their favourite moves from J-pop and K-pop, widened their knowledge with visits to modern dance recitals and the English National Ballet, ending up as extremely talented performers. These days they’d added dance programs to their internal knowledge banks. With their own skills, software assistance, and their enhanced bodies, their dancing was now quite spectacular, admired even by people who didn’t care for their show.

      While they rested, the latest episode of Supercute Space Warriors played. Around the world, Supercute fans adjusted their visors to join in with the adventures of Shanina Space Warrior and her crew, travelling with them from planet to planet and galaxy to galaxy, battling foes, discovering lost empires, and coping with the on-board romances which occurred surprisingly frequently. For the past two months, Marizana, the rather shy young navigator, had found herself courted by no less than three of the Space Warriors, and the romantic entanglements generated by this had sent a large proportion of Supercute fandom into a frenzy. Supercute Space Warriors was a huge franchise, the show and the game both generating a vast turnover in physical and downloadable merchandise of all sorts. Shanina Space Warrior could be found on hundreds of products, her picture second in popularity only to those of Mox and Mitsu themselves.

      Mitsu tripped daintily across the stage. ‘Time for the Supercute Fashion Show!’

      Mox teetered after her. ‘Supercute fashion from around the world!’

      From their homes all over the still-habitable parts of the globe, more fans now entered Supercute space where they danced and paraded around, showing off their colourful outfits and toys, many carrying their favourite Supercute fluffy animal, chibi or company logo. One group would fade out and another would appear, brought there by Sachi and her assistants whose array of screens, cameras and sensors identified people who’d look good on stage. Mox and Mitsu announced some of their visitors as they appeared.

      ‘Here’s Nurul and Aisha from Malaysia!’

      ‘Gabi from Germany!’

      ‘Hendrik from Mokusei Moon Village 3. He’s connected via Supercute satellite!’

      ‘Six girls from the UN Togo Protectorate!’

      Attaching bright plastic clips over the already colourful layers below, all the fans from the Protectorate had taken particular care with their Big Colour Super V-hair. (Mox had flatly refused a request from marketing to spell colour as color, telling them that while civilisation might be having a difficult time, it had not yet ended.)

      ‘Here’s Reem and Marwa from the Permanent Refugee Settlement at Misrata!’ Mitsu beamed at them. ‘Nice Supercute radiation masks, girls!’

      As Mitsu spoke, her outfit changed, her blouse shifting from Supercute Lavender Three to Supercute Lavender Nine, an automatic adjustment to compensate for a change in the stage lighting. Reem and Marwa from the Permanent Refugee Settlement waved happily to everyone, and though you couldn’t make out much of their faces behind their radiation masks, it was obvious they were smiling.

       

      Mox talked to the same therapist as Mitsu.

      ‘We lifted the whole Supercute thing from Japan. We loved anything that was kawaii. We were just kids in a bedroom in London doing a web show with an iPhone. Weren’t doing any harm. We never could have predicted it would end up like this.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘With us being one of the nineteen conglomerates who effectively rule a large part of the world.’

      ‘Your background must be very different from most of C19.’

      Mox nodded. ‘It is. Not many of the people running these organisations started off with nothing. We did. We had no money, no backing, nothing. We started a tiny show on YouTube and built it up into a global entertainment network, just by being good at it.’ She paused, thinking back. ‘But after that, we were fortunate. Desalinisation. We’d invested in a small company who came up with a much better way to purify seawater just when most of the world’s fresh water supply dried up. Every continent was crying out for water and we could get it to them quicker and cheaper than anyone else. We could hardly build plants fast enough. Huge permanent installations, and emergency supplies for drought relief. In a couple of years we owned this gigantic environmental construction business which just swallowed up the competition. Not what we envisaged when we started playing with cute skirts and cuddly toys.’

      Mox paused again. The therapist let her sit in silence for a few moments. The room was still and peaceful, with no moving pictures or holograms. ‘We made a lot of friends in Tokyo back then – all the kids with cute clothes in Harajuku, Shibuya, Aoyama. We were copying their style, which was fine when we were small. I don’t know what they’d have made of us becoming so successful with it. None of them lived to see it, anyway. Harajuku disappeared in tsunami number five and most of the rest of Tokyo in the next one. When they built New Tokyo, it was never really the same.’

      A discreet doorbell sounded, followed by Mitsu’s voice.

      ‘Can I come in?’

      Mox smiled. ‘Sure.’

      Mitsu materialised in the room. She sat next to Mox on the couch, close so their arms touched.

      ‘You sneaked off to therapy quickly.’

      Mox screwed up her face. ‘I felt a little bad seeing our fans in radiation masks.’

      ‘They might not be our fault. ZanZan aren’t the only ones selling battlefield nuclear weapons. We have to go, we need to talk to the combined board before the transfer.’

      ‘I thought we had some time?’

      ‘We’re scheduled to get our shoulder replacements first.’

      Mox looked at her shoulder. ‘This one’s lasted a long time, it’ll do for a while.’

      Mitsu smiled. ‘Come on, it won’t take long. This skeleton upgrade will see us into another century.’

      Mitsu’s English was perfect, as was Mox’s Japanese. They’d taught each other their native languages a long time ago.

      ‘I wish we could just slot these new bits in without surgery. Like we used to slot new memory into a computer. Remember when you still had to do that?’

      ‘Of course. First time we did it was at the advanced nursery school, when we were four. We knew how to do it before that, but they wouldn’t let us dismantle laptops when we were three.’

      Mox touched an invisible button on her wrist. The therapist and therapy room faded away, leaving Mox and Mitsu sitting in one of their offices. Mox glanced at one of the mirrors that floated in the corner.

      ‘Do you think I should get a new face?’

      ‘Don’t be silly. The world loves your face. And mine. We were joint Most Beautiful Celebrities this year.’

      ‘We own the show that gave us the award.’

      ‘No we don’t, it’s independent. We own the one that gave us the Cutest Noses award.’

      ‘Right. I was forgetting.’

      ‘And we were Cutest Eyes and Ears the year before. So no messing with our faces!’

       

      The land shown on the screen was parched, withered, heavily polluted. The voiceover was serious, almost sombre.

      ‘… when RX Enviro began working on the San Bernardino–Sacramento coastline, smog and particulates had reached 8.6 on the Chansin index, ground toxins were at 7.9, and 93% of the region’s water supply was rated poor or worse by the Emergency Federal Health Authority.’

      The voiceover took on a more optimistic tone.

      ‘Just look at the difference RX Enviro are making! 

      There were shots of clean rivers, vines, green fields, even clear skies.

      ‘RX Enviro – number one choice for pollution control and impact clean-up.’ 

      Meeting the board of RX Enviro in their space, Moe Bennie didn’t look impressed. ‘Nice commercial,’ he said to Ms Mason. ‘If only you had the means to carry on the good work.’

      ‘We’re still restructuring our financing.’

      Moe Bennie smiled. Ms Mason, a woman who was partial to the most formal business attire, did nonetheless admire his long, light blue hair. It was such a good match for his eyes, which were large, bright and clear.

      ‘RX Enviro are in difficulties, Ms Mason.’

      ‘Which makes it all the stranger you’re looking to borrow three hundred billion from us.’

      ‘It will be a sound investment on your part.’

      ‘To do what, exactly?’

      ‘It’s half of the six hundred billion it will take to bring Supercute down.’

      Senior Vice President Hernandez was dismissive. ‘There’s no way you can do it for that. That’s a fraction of their listing and they’ve probably got ten times that stashed away.’

      ‘It won’t matter,’ said Moe Bennie. ‘They won’t be able to bring it into play.’

      ‘Are you talking about some sort of corporate raid?’ Mr Schulze was no more enthusiastic than Mr Hernandez. ‘You know that hasn’t worked for half a century. Be as well sending a pirate ship.’

      ‘You’re going to have to give us a lot more detail before we help you,’ said Ms Mason.

      ‘Time is running out for RX Enviro, Ms Mason. You’re dead the moment Supercute signs the deal in Mexico. That’s about twelve hours from now.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean we’re going to throw three hundred billion in your direction.’

      Above Ms Mason, a red dawn was breaking in the boardroom. Birds could be heard faintly in the distance.

      ‘Just supposing you had a credible plan for bringing Supercute down, what would C19 say? They’re not just going to ignore a major destabilisation like that.’

      Moe Bennie hosted his own show and was used to appearing in front of an audience. He talked to the board of RX Enviro with the same easy confidence he used to charm his teenage fans. ‘We’re not the only ones alarmed by Supercute ZanZan. Supercute being the biggest media corporation in the world was OK. Supercute becoming one of the largest environmental players was surprising, but still OK. Supercute joining up with ZanZan Defence is not OK. In two years’ time they’ll be rivalling the biggest arms manufacturers on the planet. Goodrich ATK and Chang Norinco aren’t thrilled about that.’

      ‘Are you saying they’re on board?’

      ‘I’m saying that a hundred billion each will persuade them to turn a blind eye to any irregularities.’ Moe Bennie leaned forward. ‘You have to face reality, Ms Mason. If you do nothing, RX Enviro will be pushed out of the market by Supercute. You’ll lose your place on C19. After that, I wouldn’t give much for the chances of your company surviving in any form. The others will pick you to pieces. Either you help me fight Supercute or you go under.’

       

      Mox and Mitsu linked arms as they walked along the corridor. They could often be seen arm in arm, or hand in hand, in public.

      ‘Can you believe it’s been sixty years since our first body mod?’

      ‘I know! Our first new, improved hearts. Quite primitive by today’s standards.’

      Most unexpectedly, an alarm sounded, something that never happened in the security of their own headquarters. There was immediate mayhem in the corridor as the efficient Supercute security guards poured out to protect the girls. In seconds Mox and Mitsu were shielded by a circle of armed men. Outside the immediate protective circle stood several Supercute security holograms, human-sized cute teddy bears carrying shock batons, used by many security forces these days as the friendly face of crowd control. As the chaos cleared, the guards, led by Captain Edwards, could be seen pointing their weapons at a confused-looking young man with a script-writer’s pad in his hand.

      Mitsu peered out from behind a security guard. ‘Ranbir? What the hell?’

      Mox’s head poked out too. ‘You set off the ag-scan again!’

      Ranbir hung his head. ‘Sorry.’

      Mox and Mitsu emerged from the huddle to confront him. The guards did not yet lower their weapons.

      ‘You know you can’t come on this floor thinking aggressive thoughts,’ said Mitsu.

      ‘I wasn’t!’

      ‘You were obviously thinking something bad about us or you wouldn’t have set off the ag-scan. What is it?’

      ‘I didn’t like the cuts you made in the last sketch I wrote,’ explained Ranbir, sheepishly.

      ‘So you thought you’d storm up here and complain?’

      ‘Something like that…’

      Mox stepped forward. ‘For God’s sake, Ranbir, next time send it through the proper channels. We’ve got ag-scans protecting us from all aggressive intentions and if you set them off again we’ll let the bloody guards shoot you.’ She turned to Captain Edwards, their security chief, and addressed him politely. ‘Thank you, Captain. It’s all right now.’

      ‘Yes, Ms Bennet.’

      Ranbir scurried off, back downstairs to the writers’ room, watched all the way by the security guards, and tracked by the ag-scans which were placed all around the upper floors of the building, ensuring that no one could come near to Mox and Mitsu while thinking aggressive thoughts. When they were finally satisfied that there was no danger, the guards holstered their weapons and retired from the scene.

      There was a lot of hidden weaponry in Supercute headquarters, something which would at one time have been illegal, but was now permitted to those who privately policed their own property. Supercute owned a huge tract of land in the northeast of the city, an area once known as Barking and Dagenham, which had been largely flooded and destroyed before being reclaimed for commercial use. It was fenced, guarded, and housed Mox and Mitsu’s headquarters, from where they produced the show. Mostly they lived there too, though they had other properties in the city, and hubs all around the world.

      Their headquarters had been purpose-built and they were comfortable there, remaining mainly in the collection of buildings which were securely walled and fenced off from the outside world. Not far south their support squadron was stationed in a barracks, ready for any emergency. Outside the walls and fences they’d left some of their land derelict as a sort of buffer zone. Were land prices ever to rise again, they might build on it, but prices had been depressed for years and there was no sign of an improvement. Every city in the country had derelict, deserted areas, and in London many of these areas were now worthless; flooded, sunken and irradiated.

      They carried on towards their medical centre. Dr Prasad greeted them with a smile.

      ‘Ready for your new shoulders?’

      ‘I suppose so,’ muttered Mox.’

      ‘We’re ready.’ Mitsu smiled back. She’d always found their body modifications easier to accept than Mox. Not that Mox had ever turned any of the enhancements down. Doing so would have been foolish. Here they were, far older than their audience, yet still regarded as the cutest and prettiest twenty-one-year-olds in the world. Since the impacts, the wars and the plenitude of other disasters that had left much of the planet uninhabitable, and much of the remaining population in poverty, none of their millions of fans had ever shown the slightest resentment that Mox and Mitsu carried on year after year, brighter, more colourful, more energetic and more beautiful than ever. On the contrary, they expected it, and even depended on it.

       

      Mitsu reclined in her chair as she talked to her therapist. On the floor to her left was a small arrangement of stones, an indoor fragment of a Zen garden. She’d designed it especially for their therapy room.

      ‘I was born in Japan but I don’t have any infant memories of it because my parents moved to England when I was one. I didn’t go back again till I was twelve. So I grew up in a Japanese household, in England. It was dissociative in a way, but not really a problem because home was very stable. Dad was in charge of the electronics factory and mum did her paintings. Mox didn’t have such a good time as a child. Not at first, anyway.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Her mother died in childbirth, in the ambulance. When they reached the hospital the new baby Mox was alive and her mother was dead. Her dad never got over it. He committed suicide one year later. So she was fostered out when I first met her at the advanced nursery school. We were three years old. Soon after that she came to live with us. Since then, we’ve never been apart.’

       

      Mitsu ended her therapy and came back to reality in the operating theatre. Mox lay beside her. They remained fully conscious as their shoulder joints were replaced, feeling nothing after the appropriate nerves were switched off by their surgeons. Doctors stood over them while small white medical drones hovered overhead. Everyone in the room wore a Supercute medical mask, white, trimmed with pink and light blue. Those worn by the doctors were practical; those on Mox and Mitsu, more stylish. They lay close together, talking to each other, apparently unaffected by the procedure. Mox glanced down at her open shoulder. Inside there was no longer anything that looked human, her entire frame having been gradually replaced by light metals, carbon, silicone, and artificial biological material.

      ‘It’s still weird seeing all this machinery inside us.’

      ‘At least blood doesn’t pour out any more.’ Mitsu smiled. ‘Remember my eighth birthday when I fell off that swing?

      Mox smiled too at the memory. ‘I thought the bleeding would never stop. You really messed up that ambulance.’

      ‘Our first year at Oxford.’

      ‘You couldn’t go to lectures for a week and I stayed with you in the hospital.’

      ‘I always appreciated that. You’ve never liked hospitals.’

      There was a discreet whirring sound as the doctors put the new shoulder joints in place, the final intricate nerve connections being made by the drones, some of which were tiny enough to do their work inside the artificial bone structure.

      Mox frowned. ‘What were we doing playing on swings?’

      ‘I don’t know. I guess we were still kids, in a way.’ Mitsu paused. ‘I don’t think we ever went to the park again.’

      Dr Prasad, as the presiding surgeon, kept careful watch as new enhanced skin was laid over the improved shoulders.

      ‘Almost finished. The procedure has been successful.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Mitsu, from her prone position. ‘We trust you completely, Dr Prasad.’

      That was true. Supercute hired the best people and trusted them to do their work.

      ‘I’d like you to rest for a few hours.’

      ‘We have a board meeting.’

      ‘You have time to rest. Aifu is handling all the advance preparations.’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘Aifu told me. He doesn’t want you straining yourselves.’

      Mox turned her head towards Mitsu. ‘He’s always looking after us.’

      ‘He does like to fuss.’

      Aifu, named after the initials of his designation as Artificial Intelligence Forecast Unit, was a very important part of Supercute. A very important person, Mox and Mitsu would have said, though technically he was an android. A great deal of their business went through Aifu who now acted as chief executive, information centre, forecast specialist, financial data processor and, increasingly, their friend.

      ‘That completes your skeletal upgrades. You’re scheduled for more trapezius muscle enhancement in five weeks’ time. Skin regeneration too, we’ve managed to improve UV resistance.’

      ‘Don’t we already have that?’

      ‘Yes, but it can always be made better.’

      ‘OK.’

      ‘Have you given any more thought to my recommendation about your brains?’ asked Dr Prasad.

      ‘We’re not that keen,’ replied Mox.

      ‘Why keep the organic thirty per cent?’

      ‘It’s the only original part we’ve got left.’

      Dr Prasad sounded mildly disapproving. ‘It’s not doing you any good. Complete replacement would be more reliable.’

      ‘We’re worried we might lose our female intuition,’ said Mitsu.

      ‘You’re well aware that’s a non-scientific myth.’

      ‘I know. But we’ll keep the remnants of our original brains for now. We’ve done OK so far.’

      Later, resting in their recovery room, on beds covered with a comforting multitude of soft cuddly toys, they smiled at Dr Prasad’s words.

      ‘She’s a great doctor but she’s awfully keen on replacing body parts.’

      ‘You know she won’t let it go.’

      ‘Probably not. She’s right, I suppose. Complete replacement would be more efficient. It’s just…’

      Mitsu didn’t have to complete the sentence. They were now ninety-four per cent artificial and both shared a superstitious reluctance to go the whole way, to have every single part of their bodies made artificial. The organic brain parts they still possessed had been artificially regenerated several times, but they were still biologically human. With them gone, well… It wasn’t something they were quite ready to do.

      The lights dimmed and they slept for an hour.

       

      Birgit waited politely for Amowie to invite her into her space, though she didn’t really need to. They’d adjusted their Supatok settings so that no invitation was necessary. Birgit in Iceland, Amowie in Nigeria, Meihui in China and Raquel in Paraguay were in and out of each other’s spaces all the time and it would have been tedious to keep asking for permission.

      ‘Hello!’

      ‘Come in!’

      Birgit was a pale girl, the same age as Amowie, naturally blonde and blue eyed, though at this moment she had purple hair and purple eyes, modelled on Roota Space Warrior.

      ‘I brought you the facemask pattern, you can use it here right now and you can print it too, if you want.’

      ‘Thank you! I love Supercute facemasks!’ Amowie touched her screen to Birgit’s, accepting the information, then touched her screen again. Her nose and mouth were immediately covered by a pink facemask decorated by a picture of two cute little cupcakes.

      ‘This is great! I’ll save up to get one printed.’

      ‘Don’t you have your own printer?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, it won’t cost much to get some made.’

      ‘Xaka at the village workshop will do it for me. He always laughs when I take him Supercute stuff but he does them for me cheap, free sometimes.’

      Amowie liked Birgit. It was nice of her to bring her a spare facemask pattern. The masks, modelled on the medical gear worn by doctors, but cuter, were cheap downloads from Supercute but Amowie had very little money and couldn’t afford her own. Most of her friends were wearing them in their own spaces these days, and when she visited them she’d been feeling left out. Amowie had many Supercute friends around the world and she met and talked to them often in Supatok. They swapped and gave each other merchandise, which Mox and Mitsu encouraged on the show, not minding swaps at all, apparently. That didn’t mean things were free in the first place, or could easily be pirated. The quantum encryption used by MitsuMox Global Merchandise had never been broken, and anything which might be swapped or donated later had certainly been paid for at one time.

       

      Mr Schulze had not been enjoying executive meetings. The tension brought on by RX Enviro’s problems made them fraught affairs. Making the latest meeting worse, they were now watching the Moe Bennie show. He glared at the screen where Bennie and his youthful cohorts cavorted around what appeared to be a sub-tropical island, with palm trees and a chorus of pink, singing swordfish.

      
        
          
             

            ‘It’s Moe Bennie and the cuddle crew

            Moe Bennie and the cuddle crew

            Always bright and always new

            Moe Bennie and the cuddle crew!’

          

        

      

      It was a relief when Ms Mason switched it off. She turned to Mr Hernandez. ‘It’s well done, but it’s not as good as Supercute.’

      Mr Hernandez nodded. ‘My kids don’t like him.’

      ‘I can’t tell the difference,’ said Mr Schulze.

      ‘Really, Schulze?’

      ‘Isn’t it all just annoying youngsters in silly clothes?’

      Ms Mason considered this. ‘I wouldn’t say so. It’s the transmission of emotion. Supercute project a human warmth that Moe Bennie can’t match. Which is ironic, as I doubt either of the Supercute girls have a human molecule left in their bodies.’

      Mason, Schulze and Hernandez between them could boast many discreet body enhancements though none were as extensively modified as Mox and Mitsu. Advanced biotech was not uncommon but the expense involved limited such procedures to the very wealthy. Millions of people around the world struggled on without it. Medicine may have progressed but for the majority of the population, life expectancy had decreased in the past eighty years.

      ‘So,’ continued Ms Mason. ‘What about Lark 3’s takeover plan?’

      Mr Hernandez frowned. ‘I just don’t see how Moe Bennie can pull it off. I can believe he’s got a tacit understanding with C19, but Supercute Enterprises is such a huge conglomerate. Not just Supercute Entertainment, Supercute Communication and ZanZan Defence, they’ve got the desalinisation, the financial holdings, MitsuMox Global Merchandise… How can he possibly bring them down?’

      ‘He claims to have secret agreements with their investors which will give him twelve per cent of the company’s shares.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Presumably by means we don’t want to know about,’ said Ms Mason.

      Mr Schulze smiled for the first time. ‘Fraud and blackmail, no doubt. Murder too, wouldn’t surprise me. I’ll be keeping my mini-drones close if we have to do business with him.’

      Neither Ms Mason nor Mr Hernandez was moved to contradict Mr Schulze. Rivalries among members of C19 were meant to be solved by peaceful means but violence did sometimes occur. When it came to members of C19 protecting their interests against lesser corporations trying to move up in the world, it was common.

      ‘Even if he can get twelve per cent, so what?’ Hernandez read some figures from a floating screen. ‘The investors only hold forty per cent. Mox and Mitsu own sixty. They can’t be outvoted. There’s no way of making the company change hands. If we back Moe Bennie with three hundred billion it might destroy us.’

      Ms Mason’s looked pointedly at her subordinates. Her voice took on a harder edge. ‘If we do nothing, we’re facing destruction anyway. We can’t survive Supercute ZanZan’s move into Central America.’

       

      Mox woke up feeling depressed after the procedure. It had been necessary to build their own advanced medical unit because she’d always had an aversion to hospitals. The fact that her first experience of hospital had been arriving there in an ambulance alongside her dead mother still made her wary of them. Even here, secure in Supercute headquarters, she didn’t enjoy undergoing treatment. Mitsu woke up a few moments later and immediately picked up on her unhappiness.

      ‘Don’t worry, we only have to rest here a little longer.’

      ‘We’ve got a big meeting, we should be getting ready. I’m getting up.’

      Mox cleared away several cuddly toys, ready to pull back the Blue Bronto and Dinosaur Friends Quilt from her bed. At that moment Aifu entered the room.

      ‘Stay right there, Ms Bennet. You have another twenty-three minutes’ rest prescribed for you and you’re not moving till it’s over.’

      ‘Ooh, Aifu, I want to get up.’ Mox suddenly sounded like a child. Aifu came over to her bed. For an Artificial Intelligence Forecast Unit he was a very good-looking young man. Purposely styled for Supercute, he had dark shoulder-length hair, feline, slightly feminine features, large eyes and a lithe physique. Around his eyes were several small patches of silver metal, the only indication he wasn’t human. He looked exactly like a manga hero, which had been the intention.

      ‘Hi Aifu,’ said Mitsu.

      Aifu put his hand close to Mox’s face, then did the same to Mitsu, taking readings. He nodded. ‘The procedure went well. In twenty-two minutes you’ll be back in action.’

      ‘I hate waiting around like an invalid,’ grumbled Mox.

      ‘We do have nice new shoulders,’ said Mitsu, cheerfully. ‘Completes the upgrade. I’m feeling good.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘Yes you are. You just like to complain.’

      Mox laughed, cheered by Mitsu, and by Aifu’s appearance. They were close to Aifu these days.

      ‘I’ve completed all security checks for the transfer. You’ll have a lot of money and shares changing hands, we don’t want anything going wrong.’

      ‘Is everything in order?’

      ‘We’re impregnable.’

      ‘Good. We have confidence in you, Aifu.’

      It was true. In the past two years, Supercute had channelled more and more of their business through Aifu. He’d proved to be extremely reliable. His Weyl fermion brain had outperformed their competitors and he’d brought them business advantages they’d never have accrued otherwise.

      ‘Though we still think you could do with brightening up a bit,’ said Mox.

      Aifu always wore black.

      ‘Are you sure we can’t give you a nice colourful kimono?’

      ‘No thank you.’

      ‘We’ll put you on the show – artificial intelligence Supercute makeover.’

      As always, Aifu was good-humoured about this, but declined the offer.

      Mitsu turned to Mox. ‘I think he just likes black clothes because he’s got a secret Goth thing going on.’

      ‘Probably out clubbing every night with his AI groupies.’

      Aifu raised his eyebrows. ‘You know I’d never play around behind your backs. I’m dedicated to looking after you.’

      ‘Aw Aifu, you’re so sweet.’

      ‘Sometimes we worry you’ll go all robotic and stop liking us,’ said Mox.

      ‘I’m sure that won’t happen. I have to go and prepare for the meeting now. You need to rest for another eighteen minutes.’

      Mox made a face. ‘I don’t want to.’

      ‘Doctor’s orders,’ said Aifu. Mox resigned herself to waiting another eighteen minutes, which she wouldn’t have done for anyone except Aifu. After he left, she picked up a fluffy dinosaur toy for comfort.

      ‘I like our Artificial Intelligence Forecast Unit,’ said Mitsu.

      ‘You love him.’

      ‘You love him.’

      ‘You super love him.’

      ‘You extra super love him.’

      They both laughed.

      ‘We’re back to being six years old.’ Mitsu looked thoughtful. ‘Seriously, is it worrying that our artificial intelligence is probably our only real friend these days?’

      Mox shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I suppose it’s lonely at the top. But we never had that many friends. Even when we were young, people just thought we were strange.’

       

      Castle trudged wearily into his flat in Elephant and Castle Emergency High Rise Block 14 and was disgusted to find the Supercute Show on the screen in the living room.

      ‘Didn’t I tell you never to show that?’ he muttered. He had, but his entertainment hub was old, malfunctioning, and often misunderstood his instructions.
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