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			Chapter One

			Saionton leaned back and settled into his chair, trying to feel capable and relaxed. It was no use. For one thing, the seats in the reception area were so abruptly designed as to be somehow all edge. He lurched forward once more and stared down at the immaculate carpeting with its perfectly meaningless patterns spreading interminably throughout the building. A few hypnotic moments later, his gaze crept up to the enormous glass walls. Beyond them lay tracts of undulating hillside, freshly green and shining from the rain. And a billboard that was dazzling and glossy beyond anything he had seen before:

			Shrine Tech 2.0

			Worship Your Way, Worship All the Way

			All Rights Reserved: The Company

			Meanwhile, the air-conditioning, frigid already, seemed to have crept up an insidious notch. Had the personal assistant been playing with the controls, for absolutely no reason? Saionton reckoned he would need the loo again, for a third time. In fact, imminently, in five…four…three—

			“Sir will see you now,” came the secretary’s strained voice. “Kindly remain seated,” she added, as he half rose, managing to glimpse only her gleaming eyes beneath her heaped white hair.

			“You mean here?”

			“Hello hello!” boomed the hologram.

			It – he? – was still materializing on the carpet. There were jagged lines and static, figures and objects taking shape slowly, as yet impossible to distinguish from one another. The man’s voice, however, was crystal.

			“Welcome, young man! Congratulations! So, your first day at work! Excited? Good, good, wonderful!”

			Evidently no reply had been necessary, which was just as well, thought Saionton in passing, because he was too distracted to concentrate. Holo-tech was not exactly new, but he had never encountered it outside of advertisements, which were generally not even true 3D. Whereas the image forming before him was filling out and expanding, and when he glanced down he saw two competing patterns of carpets, with the brand-new curlicues advancing steadily over the ‘real’ thing. Soon, the bubble had swallowed him up, chair and all, and the reception area was shut out from view by sheer white e-walls.

			He was seated, holographically, in the boss’s office. A large, kindly face, not without a suggestion of imbecility, was gazing at him from across a cluttered desk. There was a nameplate on the wall behind. Roshan Dubey, Chief Happy Maker, India Company.

			“Hi, I’m Roshan.”

			The man thrust out his hand. Saionton took it, admiring the sensation of touch, which was not quite realistic but textured and satisfying, like a fine glove. The boss’s grip, however, was painfully firm.

			“I hear good things about you, Saionton. Am I pronouncing that right? With the ‘sh’? Yes? Lance informed me that you scored brilliantly on the test.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			In fact, he still couldn’t believe his fortune, having literally guessed his way through the MCQs.

			“Drop the sir. You understand the selection process is over, and this is just a— Just a ‘no-agenda’ chat. So, I believe you are an actor. Making any movies soon?”

			“I am, but well, not exactly making any movies. Obviously, the movie business has been struggling. And—”

			“Really? Hmm!” Roshan frowned, as though it was news to him.

			“Uh, yes, I mean, after so many cinemas shut down…. I do mostly auditions for ads now.” Saionton shrugged and smiled. He was trying to keep the bitterness from his voice, remembering where he was – at the India headquarters of the biggest advertiser in the world.

			The boss was still oddly absorbed in thought, double chin tilted downward, and massive arms folded across an expensive, rumpled shirt. A hairy paunch played peekaboo between the silken folds.

			“We bought out the cinema halls,” Roshan mused. “We’re buying out the OTT platforms too. They thought online content would boom after the tough times. But something else happened. Something else happened,” he continued evenly. “People just don’t want movies anymore. Or web series or TV shows or soap operas. But that doesn’t mean they don’t want actors.”

			“For ads,” Saionton said, nodding.

			“For happiness,” beamed the boss. “Ultimately, that’s what it’s all about, right? Happiness.”

			Suddenly, an immense weariness came upon Saionton, like rocks being rolled over him. Money, you need the money. The thought pressed home, implacably, along with the tremor of the contrast between his impoverishment (and that of so many others, not that he had time to care for any others), and the fantastic, soaring riches of the Company and its bosses.

			He forced a smile and opened his eyes wider.

			“About the job – who will I be reporting to?”

			“Yours truly. Surprised? Well, I’m not sure how much Lance told you about what exactly we’re looking for.”

			“He said in-house ad productions. Some bits of acting, and a lot of work behind the camera. I mean, the console.”

			“That’s right, that’s right. But did he also mention data collection?”

			Saionton’s heart sank. “He mentioned that…just briefly.”

			Was that what they needed an actor for? To make cold calls in a well-modulated voice? Do marketing surveys with a manufactured smile?

			“One of the biggest tasks the Company faces is keeping up with its own growth. Staying connected with its customers. I consider data collection to be a major priority in the coming year.”

			“But those aren’t my skills,” said Saionton quietly. “I’m an actor.”

			A spasm passed over Roshan’s large face. “Work is work, Saionton. There is nothing big or small about it…. I believe it’s in your contract, too. Regarding new content, you’ll report to Lance. But in your first month here, I would like you to devote sixty per cent of your time to our data collection efforts. That’s directly under me. Is that fine?”

			* * *

			He was motionless in the taxi, climbing up from the forested valley where the Company’s campus lay. The long drive to the city loomed. His phone rang.

			“Mr. Roshan would like to speak with you again if that’s possible.”

			“Oh? All right.”

			What further indignity would be heaped on him now? He had agreed to everything already.

			“Kindly remain seated where you are,” the secretary intoned. “Your vehicle is equipped with a holo-tech receptor.”

			Marveling inwardly that the moving vehicle did not trouble the tech, Saionton watched the static disturbing the air, and waited for the plush office to re-form itself around him. Then, in spite of himself, he gasped. Wow!

			It was a cliff top, at sunset. Of course, the tech could create any setting imaginable. But he had only heard about that, as a matter of theory. And this was different than the office had been. This was hyperreal – perhaps because none of it was real? But the colors were warm and vivid. He could hear the waves on the rocks below, smell the sea breeze. The wind came rippling through his hair where he stood, gaping, as the shadows lengthened and a pulsing, thrilling beat of music began to sound. The audio source seemed to reside somewhere in the clouds.

			“Nice,” said Saionton aloud.

			A figure was approaching him, tall, lean, and muscled, in a tuxedo. Saionton suppressed a smile as he beheld Roshan’s face atop the generated frame.

			“Saionton.” The boss’s voice had become sonorous, deep and mellow.

			I am your father, thought Saionton uncontrollably.

			“You remind me of my son. He’s twenty-two. How old are you?”

			“I turned twenty in February,” said Saionton gaily. The breeze was making him bold and light-headed.

			“I sensed that you were disappointed, back in the office. Data collection doesn’t excite a young man like you. Fresh out of college. Right?”

			“I’m a dropout. You know that, right?” he added with impudence.

			The Roshan-Superman combine waved a hand dismissively. “Not important. You were hired because of your outstanding test scores. Our algorithm chose you, among all the contenders.”

			“Are you sure it didn’t malfunction?”

			“You were the most empathetic candidate, relatively speaking.”

			That interested Saionton; he fell quiet. They were walking along the cliff edge, while the sky roiled with brilliant colors. The music was getting catchy. He noticed that the waves were now breaking in time with the drums.

			“I want to share something confidential with you. The data that you are going to be collecting isn’t just any old thing. It’s about Shrine Tech version 2.0. Now let me tell you the primary reason we implemented 2.0. Safety.”

			The sky darkened on cue. Saionton looked around, wondering what was happening in the taxi where, in fact, he was seated all this while. Immediately he received a snapshot of reality: they were idling at a tollbooth on the highway, in a lengthy queue of cars and trucks.

			“Take me back,” he muttered at once. Then he took gulps of the rendered sea breeze, and broke, incongruously, into a broad grin.

			“You mean the earlier tech was dangerous?”

			“No! Oh, no!” Roshan looked sincerely scandalized. “The tech was not dangerous at all. It was what we discovered about our users. For example. There was a building contractor in Malad. He was stabbed to death three months ago, by one of his hired laborers, a fellow named Varun Kirloskar. Some dispute over wages. But during the investigation it emerged that our Shrine Tech had actually picked up the man’s intentions. Not that the man could afford a personal shrine, but as you may know, the majority of our sales are community shrines. Mass neural link and pre-programmed deities – but still customizable. So they had one on his street. Remember, we want one on every street, if not every home! Anyway – we had logged him making a vow to the local god – who was some avatar of Lord Rama – a kind of labor avatar, if you can imagine that. Saying how he would kill this man. So in short, the Company had the tip-off beforehand, but we didn’t have a full-fledged monitoring system in place. However, we do now, with version 2.0.”

			“I see. So now you want to catch the crazies before they do stuff.”

			“Ha!” The boss’s guffaw, thought Saionton, was endearing. “Put it this way: as a socially responsible corporation, we want to enhance overall well-being. That’s where our focused data collection, or what you might call intelligence gathering, comes in. But we need empathetic people to do it. People whom other people open up to.”

			“Suspected,” continued Saionton, “based on what they’ve been saying to – or in front of – their shrines?”

			“Absolutely. Absolutely. What we realized is that user dialogue with the shrines is extremely earnest. Profoundly so. More than anything said in any other tech or media. So we have to treat it on a different footing altogether. For instance, by using an actor for data collection, instead of a marketing guy. But look, I don’t mean to alarm you. There will be no danger for you at all. Outwardly, it is just routine data collection. You don’t need to think of it as anything else. I only shared this with you because….”

			The big man’s voice trailed off, unaccountably.

			“I wasn’t alarmed,” said Saionton. “So then will you share the data with the police?”

			Roshan, however, seemed suddenly distracted. He was looking away, toward the red, rocky horizon, as though searching for something.

			“I have another appointment now. Lance will update you further.”

			“Sir, there’s one thing. I’m not familiar with the Shrine Tech myself.”

			“We’ll send one over to your apartment. Take care, son.”

			Immediately the scene peeled away, like a wrapper. Time hung heavy again. Ugly beats were emanating from the taxi’s stereo. A sign raced up to Saionton’s eyes – Mumbai, 92 kilometers.

			* * *

			On the door of his flat he found a sheet of paper stuck with Sellotape: Gone to Goa – come join – K. – the words surrounded by rather prodigious renderings of female figures in bikinis.

			Saionton tore at the paper; it came off in strips. He entered the dust-filled apartment. He put his keys and wallet on the usual tabletop, pushed the fan switch, and went to the fridge for a drink of water. Then he picked his way to the sofa. Pushing away old newspapers, he sat down heavily on the sagging cushions.

			The fan whirred and whined, moving air and dust about the room. For a little while he stared at the harsh light from the curtainless windows. The sky was burning in the October heat, the streets desultory as usual. Suddenly there rose the sounds of high-pitched laughter and talk. It made him shudder slightly. Another troop of beggar children was passing below the window. In the last several years their numbers had proliferated. They were all over the city now, little lunatics, with parents either dead, or drunk, or lurking just around the corner to collect; he didn’t know. As a matter of fact, nobody knew.

			When their noises had died, he took in, without thought, the dust, and hair, and the myriad chips and stains and cracks that marred the surfaces of the living room. Two months ago, he and his flatmate had let the maid go, to save money. They had both talked a lot about saving money. But how much was Kush blowing up in Goa now? The ticket alone….

			He felt his displeasure rising, until it broke suddenly on a new thought. He had gotten himself a Company job! Not that he believed it yet. But if the salary really came through – what was not possible then? So why wasn’t he feeling more ecstatic? Obviously, because he didn’t believe it, because he was waiting for them to correct whatever error in the test analysis had falsely thrown up his name. Perhaps that was why Roshan had been abrupt at the end – “I have another appointment” – was that a way to quickly terminate him? Had they discovered their mistake? Or was it because of something he’d said on the cliff top?

			His phone rang loudly again. It was Kush, on video call. Saionton pressed Accept and then stared, as usual, at his own image, patting down his hair and narrowing his eyes. It was with an effort that he averted his gaze to where his flatmate was babbling into the camera.

			The boy’s face was bobbing through some flagstoned courtyard, fringed with coco palms, with a patio and stairs winking beside.

			“It’s so good, so much better than the city, you gotta come down. We’ve got a villa here, private pool!”

			“Villa? What’s the rent?”

			“Free, bro! Owner’s a friend of Daria.”

			“Daria?”

			“Say hi! Hiiii! Hiiiii!”

			The camera turned to a whirl of white skin splashing in a swimming pool. Someone was waving, indistinctly. Then the image focused and Saionton grew interested. Three girls, one black-haired, two blond; the blondes were all right, but the black-haired girl was heart-stoppingly sexy. She wasn’t Daria; he wondered what her name was.

			“The scene,” reported Kush, “is rocking. The foreigners are here, shacks are open. Gigs are going on till late night. Private parties are happening. We’ve got bikes and a Jeep on rent. Goa is sorted, bro, you just come on down.”

			“Why didn’t you wait for me so we could go together?”

			“Sorry, bro, I had to rush.”

			“And what about saving for November rent?”

			Kush grinned widely. “We can manage. We can hit the casinos here. Kidding, kidding! Dude, let’s not worry, bro. I can’t take that constant worry. You please just snap out of it too. Also, I can make good money here on gigs. I’m getting to know the music scene down here. It’s really chill. You can probably do something too…. Anyway, just wanted to tell you to come down to Goa coz it’s an awesome vibe! OK, I’m heading now, the ladies are waiting, call or text when you’re reaching.”

			Saionton opened the travel app and ran a search. Ticket prices came up. He saw that they were affordable, even sans the Company’s beneficence. He pressed forward with the purchase, making it to the payment gateway before a sudden abstraction, at once strange and familiar, but quite irresistible, took hold of him. He set the phone aside and endured a moment. He tried to imagine something.

			He would buy the ticket, then pack a few things in his rucksack – swimming trunks and goggles. Call a cab, which would show up soon. He would reach the airport and pass through security in a haze, like always. He could sleep on the flight; it took no time anyway.

			Then he’d be in Goa. Beautiful and green. Better weather, presumably. There would be delicious pork; sorpotel and beef curry, with soft paos and ice-cold beer. A breeze through the palm trees. A breeze in his hair, on the bike to the beach. The warm, pleasing waves, splashing in the surf. Later, laps in the villa’s swimming pool, under the moonlight and the stars.

			He thought of the black-haired girl. Suppose she liked him and was pliant. He would say nice things to her, kiss her, hold her. Alone in a bedroom, he would strip off her clothes, her bra – taking his time with it – that gorgeous body, his now, and then— And then—

			A chill ran through Saionton. He was alone in the living room, with the fan whirring, accentuating the stillness, that deathly stillness in which he could hear the sound of his breathing. And the sound of his breathing was holding him fast. The vision of Goa, and every single thing in it, had palled. The excitement of the waiting experiences had crumbled – was crumbling – into moments, that did not cohere. Instead, each moment felt slow, cloying, dreary, pointless, intolerable. Intolerable: the prickliness of the sun outdoors, the heaviness in the stomach after a meal was done, the waiting around at pumps to fill petrol, the waiting for food, the waiting for taxis, the myriad annoying things other people would say or do, the various times the girls would not be simply sexy and pliant, but demanding and contradictory.

			All the dead time. He saw it vividly. What else was there to see? He had run right through the trip, and returned to the living room, having never left it.

			Saionton looked at the dust, lying thickly on the table. He felt, insanely, that he understood it, and it understood him.

			“My god,” he said aloud, “my god, I need help.”

			Just then, the doorbell rang.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Company delivery,” panted the overweight man at the door. Another, short and squat, wearing a moustache and a pink shirt, stood beside him, also catching his breath. On the landing in front of the stairs stood a corrugated cardboard carton, about three feet high and half a square foot at the base. The Company’s insignia was stamped on the side of it.

			“I didn’t order anything,” Saionton began to say. But suddenly he remembered what Roshan had said, and felt his heart leap a little.

			“Wait, is this Shrine Tech?”

			“Yes sir,” said the man, “you’re eligible for a free trial.”

			“Wait, is it just a trial or— I thought I was getting it because of my job?”

			“We don’t know about that. You can call the Company directly. We’ve only been sent to install it.”

			“Please come in.”

			He was eager and dazed. He stood about uncertainly as the men staggered indoors with their precious deposit.

			“Do you have a puja room?” asked the pink-shirted one.

			“No.”

			“Then where to install it?”

			“My bedroom.” It had to be kept away from Kush’s prying.

			The men went to work with quiet efficiency. Occasionally one would bark staccato instructions at the other. They unwrapped and unpacked, their crouched bodies keeping the artifact from view, as Saionton hovered by the door and stared. This meaningless corner of his bedroom, he realized, was being transformed in real time.

			After about fifteen minutes, they both got up and stood back, wiping down their hands. Saionton stepped forward. The Shrine Tech was standing in the shade of the bedroom curtains, amongst little bits of wire and tape and installation debris. It was an elongated, metallic tube about eighteen inches high. From midway up the tube there protruded, on either side, delicate and fanlike structures. Rather like wings, he thought.

			“It looks like a butterfly.” He took a step closer.

			“Those are the ears,” said one of the men, and raised his hand helpfully to touch his own right ear.

			Drawing near, Saionton was surprised to find that the description was not fanciful. They were indeed a pair of ears, pixie-like in dimension, but with human-looking membranes and canals. He reached out with finger and thumb and took hold of a lobe.

			“It even feels like skin,” Saionton marveled. “What is it made of?”

			“Silicon. Synthetic. May we leave now?” the man added.

			“But I don’t know how to use it.” Saionton rose up, suddenly alarmed.

			“The tech is charging now. Wait one hour. After that it will come on, itself.”

			“And then? How will I use it?”

			“It will tell you itself.”

			To pass the time, he went online and began to read up some history. Shrine Tech, which, strictly speaking, was a product, not a tech (though it was so named in common parlance) drew on holo-tech, but that was only one of its ‘three pillars’. The other two were neural-imaging-linking (NIL) and humanoid AI. Although controversial in their application to other fields – not least because of perceived threats to human employment – the incorporation of these cutting-edge technologies into shrines has been generally regarded as harmless, given the private and arguably arbitrary nature of this sphere of activity, Saionton read. The product, which is now in its fourth year, is being promoted heavily in the Indian market. Its prevalence remains confined to the large urban centers, but according to Company analysts, the majority of the worshipping population is expected to adopt Shrine Tech en masse by the end of the decade. The tech’s ability to cater to entire communities at once (besides its service to individuals who can afford it), and the commitments of all state governments toward subsidizing its costs, in view of its popularity, are key factors in achieving this goal. It has also been suggested that the decline in the consumption of cinematic entertainment and visits to traditional temples (after the anti-epidemic measures pioneered in 2020) paved the way for Shrine Tech to become the standard form of Hindu worship. However, this thesis remains speculative and does not take into account the fact that cinema and temple occupancy had resumed at several points, before suddenly dropping off for reasons that are—

			“So no more cinema?” wondered Saionton. “Who cares. I’m in the Company now.”

			An old song, heard and remembered from he knew not where, began resounding in his head. He put it on loop for the remaining twenty minutes, and sang along.

			You’re in the Company now.

			Oh, oh, you’re in the Company now.

			He noticed that it had begun to grow dim in the room. The daylight, it seemed to him, declined quickly nowadays. He rose from his personal computer to put on a light, and then— froze, the hairs on his arms standing on end.

			Someone had coughed – from the empty bedroom. After a few moments, he switched on the light and strained to listen.

			Yes, the coughing continued, at intervals, like some genteel invalid.

			Saionton walked to the bedroom, pressing switches as he went. His eyes sought out the shrine. The central tube was now vaguely fluorescent and the twin ears were waving ever so slightly.

			A silence had fallen. “Hello,” said Saionton.

			“Approach,” spoke the shrine.

			“Where? I’m right here.”

			Another silence, except for a faint humming and clicking. Then more words – quiet and melodious, which seemed almost to be spoken inside Saionton’s own head – almost, because he knew it was just an effect.

			“Draw near to me, and I draw near to you. Approach and kneel within one foot of your shrine.”

			“So this is your setup process, is it?”

			The shrine said nothing. A pointed nothing.

			He kneeled, feeling vaguely chastened. Presently, it asked: “Can you name the god you wish to worship?”

			“Not really. No.”

			There was more silence and quiet humming. Saionton looked at the shrine up close. Two small holes were now glowing, near the top of the tube.

			“What are these?”

			A pair of metallic pseudopodia emerged soundlessly, from the eye sockets (as he couldn’t help thinking of them). They drew up to his clavicle and parted, one toward each shoulder.

			“Now rest your arms on mine,” said the shrine.

			The metallic rods were warm to the touch, surprisingly firm, and wide enough for his arms to remain stable as he hung them out in front of him. He felt a tingling of strange contact with his nerves.

			“I can’t kneel very long,” Saionton complained.

			“Close your eyes. Relax completely.”

			The electric tingle, and the whir of the machinery, continued. Suddenly he felt a third appendage pressing softly against his forehead. It was part of the neural link process, Saionton guessed. He tried obediently to empty his mind. Several seconds passed.

			“You may stand and step back. You have completed the prayer of contemplation, or darshan. Behold your god.”

			There was static on the air, as the holo-tech revved up, and then an image formed, life-size.

			“You may also pray the prayer of supplication, the prayer of contrition, and the prayer of thanksgiving,” continued the shrine.

			“That’s not my god!” Saionton burst out.

			It was the black-haired girl from the swimming pool, wearing a purple bikini.

			“Except in a manner of speaking,” He found himself laughing.

			The image vanished abruptly. The shrine began to speak, in a controlled way.

			“Worshippers may self-identify their incarnation of choice. When they fail to self-identify, the shrine offers options based on the worshipper’s state of mind. These are accurate insofar as your mind is clear. If you do not wish to worship an incarnated idol, you may worship instead in spirit and truth.”

			“So I don’t see an image then?”

			The shrine coughed slightly, and fell quite deliberately silent. Silence. He had never seen AI pull this trick before. It was impressive.

			“Do I see an image or not? And what do you mean by ‘spirit and truth’?”

			Fresh static was forming. “Incoming video call,” said the shrine, “from Company HQ.”

			“Saionton. Hey, Saionton. Where are you?”

			Lancelot Burns, sitting on the edge of his high-backed chair, was frowning, his beady eyes shifting and glaring. Saionton could see the hills at his back, framed by the plain office walls.

			“I’m at home. What’s up?”

			“At home?” The American spoke with emotion, his Yankee accent trembling. Lance carried himself like a street brawler, but his body was thin and stunted.

			“I’m trying out the Shrine Tech. Mr. Roshan had it sent over.”

			“I’m the one who sent it over. Who’s the girl anyway?”

			“What?”

			“What, you think we can’t see?”

			“Don’t you have privacy options?” wondered Saionton.

			“We removed them in the upgrade. People don’t mind and it helps us serve them better.”

			“How do you know people don’t mind?”

			“From the neural link, of course.”

			“But there must be some people who—”

			“Say they mind, yes. But deep down nobody minds, which the tech can discern. Quite the opposite – they want to reveal. Including you. Anyway, those who think they mind needn’t use the tech. It’s voluntary, isn’t it? Anyway, I didn’t call about this, Saionton.”

			“You brought up the girl.”

			Lance glowered, in a way that had already begun to amuse Saionton. An American underling, thought Saionton, at the Mumbai office of the great American conglomerate – there was much scope for a wounded and conflicted ego.

			“The Shrine Tech has been lent to you on a trial basis, as a part of employee development only. You’re expected to focus on your duties. Here’s a list of clients we need you to start visiting.”

			Five names and addresses flashed up before his eyes. They meant nothing to Saionton – except the first.

			“Aaron Sehgal. Isn’t he famous in some way?”

			“He owns a couple of restaurants in Goa,” said Lance. “Used to run a small media company.”

			“Yes. But. Not for that…. Wasn’t he some film star’s boyfriend?”

			“There are no film stars.” More entertaining irritation was contorting Lance’s face. “There are only ad stars.” Suddenly he pursed his lips. His cheeks, reddening, puffed out. “It doesn’t concern you anyway. Your job is to ask these clients the questions we’ve prepared.”

			“What do I ask them?” said Saionton, making a mental note to look up Aaron Sehgal’s love life.

			“A questionnaire has been emailed to you. Also the instructions about blessings, where applicable.”

			“Blessings?”

			Lance grimaced. “As I said, the Company wishes to serve people better. As part of our 2.0 upgrade, when we pick up a prayer we can answer, we do so. The Chief Happy Maker is particularly keen on this part, so don’t mess up the blessings.”

			“All right. By the way, he did say I would report to him directly.”

			Lance stared dourly. His face was stubbled and he looked under-slept.

			“But you’re hearing from me. We’ve sent a car to your apartment. Finish the first two visits tonight, the remaining three tomorrow – and we’ll see you back at HQ on Friday morning. Goodbye.”

			“And what about how tired I am today?” said Saionton, as the hologram faded out of sight.

			He turned, wearily, to go back to his computer. He needed to go through the assignment. Suddenly he wondered why Lance hadn’t even mentioned that these particular customers were being scanned for criminality, or potential criminality. Did Lance resent his knowing that? Or perhaps he wasn’t aware that Saionton had been told by the boss. Or perhaps, thought Saionton, Lance didn’t know it himself.

			“Your strength will be restored,” assured the shrine, intimate in his ear. “You will rise up on fresh wings, worshipper.”

			It was strange, but he did feel the strength returning to his bones, along with a stirring of possibility. He was in the Company now, to be sure, at the bottom of the formal hierarchy, but who knew how high he might go?

			Something light and papery fluttered before Saionton’s eyes. A new hologram? It had disappeared too quickly to make out what it was. From somewhere, he heard the jingle of coins. Or was it just—

			Just the doorbell, ringing again. Another of the Company’s delivery people had showed up, this time wordlessly heaving a rucksack into his arms. Lance’s email, which he read contemporaneously, informed him that it contained the items of blessing that he, in turn, was to deliver to the clients.

			Delivery boys all the way down, thought Saionton.

			He became excited, however, when he went down and saw the car they’d sent. A black electric Company S-model, with auto-driving and a top speed of more than four hundred kmph. It was rare to see one of these on Mumbai roads, but when you did spot an S, a Company man or woman was invariably in it. The Company made the cars but nobody could afford them except Company folk. Of course, there were other Company products that everybody used. In fact, well-nigh all production was (upon examination) administered by the Company – everything from food-grains to electric parts and furniture and clothing and military hardware, to the patronage of the arts and the ownership of the media, and, of course, the manufacture of tech. But Saionton had read somewhere that food delivery (both cooked and raw) remained the Company’s largest operation. So you couldn’t say it catered only to the affluent.

			It was a goods and services company. To redesign social and economic policy was certainly not part of its mandate, or anyone else’s, any longer. Sometimes, from certain obscure quarters (but not the hyperlocal governments, which were practical problem-solvers), one heard the tired old words and phrases, ‘building a better world’ and suchlike. But it had all come to seem fantastical when the day had enough troubles of its own – what to eat and wear, and how to be entertained. Things continued as they did in inertia, mostly poor and crumbling, but sometimes gloriously rich. People focused on their own problems.

			* * *

			The car’s driver, for instance, a quiet man in his forties, had only to watch as the vehicle drove itself. But he was using the time profitably, to think. What had happened was this. The previous week, while he was away at work, his neighbor had borrowed a container full of chicken curry from his wife. Now, this container was a fine synthetic one, the best they owned. But it had come back scratched in two places as a result of improper scrubbing. He had raised the matter with the man, who had pretended not to understand, and then lied and said – the gall of it! – that the scratches had been present from before.

			If he hadn’t lied, the driver reasoned, he could have forgiven him. But now he needed to be taught a lesson. Besides (his fury mounted as he recalled) the chap had been insolent in suggesting that the scratches were ‘nothing’. No doubt, being an electrician, he was generally envious of the driver’s superior salary. And then there was the way he had kept looking over his shoulder at Shakuntala, the driver’s wife, when she had come out to watch the argument. 

			In view of all this, he was now in talks with a group of local boys, to waylay his neighbor on the coming Sunday evening and administer a thrashing. A broken tooth or two would be sufficient, he reckoned. More than that and someone might get the cops involved. But the question that he was now mulling over, as he reclined on the plush upholstery, was how much to pay the gang, and in what instalments. They would, for instance, insist on an advance.

			“Are we going the right way?”

			The driver glanced up at the rearview mirror. His smooth-faced passenger (the boy probably didn’t even need to shave) was leaning forward and frowning at the sights in the windscreen. Garbage lay alongside them, erstwhile piles of it now fallen over, strewing eggshells, rotting vegetables, and plastic wrappings, slick with grime – as the S glided over a bad road beneath a newly constructed flyover. Huge advertising hoardings loomed above. These were for apartment complexes, all promising, somehow, to be a world apart.

			“We’re going by the map,” sighed the driver.

			Sure enough, they soon swiveled toward a different vista; a network of leafy lanes, discreetly, though thickly, populated with bungalows and apartment towers. Now it looked more like what the advertisements claimed it was: a posh Mumbai suburb. Coming up to an enormous gateway, the car, of its own accord, began to slow.

			In the back seat, Saionton gathered his things. He wondered if he ought to feel nervous, if, that is, Aaron Sehgal – and the others – were a set of psychopaths, like the man who had murdered the building contractor in Malad. But Roshan had said not to worry. And he had been through the questionnaire, during the drive. It was plain vanilla customer satisfaction stuff, no more probing than that. Not a hint of anything off-color.

			So another thought occurred to him. Perhaps the Chief Happy Maker had simply made up that whole backstory, to get Saionton interested in the job. To give him some happiness, as it were. They were odd people at the Company, who thought in oddly touching ways. (Like the business about the blessings.) But if so, Saionton decided grimly, it was wasted sympathy. He hardly cared either way. He needed the money.

			He gave his name at the gate – ‘Company delivery’ was always let through – and strode across a section of underground parking toward a brightly lit lobby area. There, while waiting for the elevator that would take him to apartment 1804, Saionton suddenly remembered what he had wanted to check.

			‘Aaron Sehgal girlfriend’. The internet search brought up, almost at once, the name that had been escaping him. Zara Shah, the actress. Yes, that was the one. Frizzy hair and full lips. Famous for being a Company brand ambassador for the last three years. She had headlined the ads that pushed Shrine Tech as an essential domestic item, no luxury gadget, but something every single self-respecting Indian ought to aspire to. Even if one was not religious – even vaguely religious – even occasionally superstitious – even if one was none of that, the shrines remained a vital mental health aid – so the ads had insisted. She had been only thirty-four when—

			The elevator doors opened. Emblazoned in gold, the number 1804 was unmissable down the corridor. She had been only thirty-four when decapitated by a lovesick stalker.

			Resolutely, Saionton pushed the bell.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The door opened a fraction, a pair of frightened eyes stared out at him, and immediately ducked out of sight. He heard a woman’s voice say, “Aaron, it’s the guy from the Company.”

			There was a pronounced silence, followed by low, extended muttering between two voices, male and female. Then a rumbling and a beseeching that ended in an aborted cry from the woman’s side. Suddenly, footsteps vibrated and the door swung open.

			Although Saionton had seen a photograph, Aaron Sehgal was barely recognizable in the flesh. He towered at the door, swaying slightly, with long, graying hair framing a pair of bloodshot eyes. He wore a gym vest and track pants. He had a goatee.

			“Youngster,” he began without prelude, “if I informed you that you’re being brainwashed, what would you say?”

			“Pardon me?”

			“That you are a subject,” continued the figure, “of mind control.”

			“Can I come in?” said Saionton. For some reason, the tension in his muscles had ebbed away, and he felt completely relaxed. “I have some questions from the Company, about your user experience. It will help them serve you better.”

			“How interesting. You said ‘them’, not ‘us’. And your…your pupils….”

			The man was staring intently at Saionton, studying something in his face, in his eyes.

			“I meant to say ‘us’,” explained Saionton. “But today is my first day at work, so—”

			“Come in quickly!”

			A sweet, musty smell enveloped Saionton as Aaron Sehgal pulled him inside, and, with a final glare down the corridor, closed the door and latched it.

			Saionton found himself in a spotlessly clean living room, with chandelier lights, multicolored sofas, and vases of bright flowers upon gleaming tabletops. Thick window drapes and gossamer curtains, strategically mounted, accentuated the privacy of the space, turning the sprawl into something unexpectedly cozy. In several places the walls were indented with shelves. These were piled (less tidily) with papers, books, and ornamental bric-a-brac. A soothing air-conditioning hummed over the three figures as they stood around on the marble floor, exchanging glances.

			“What’s in the bag?” said the woman. “I’m Mandy, by the way. And you are?”

			“My name is Saionton. I’ve got a package for you.”

			“For us?” Her shapely eyes widened.

			“Yes, for Mr. Sehgal. And there are some questions for feedback, if we could….”

			He fumbled in his speech, while he set the rucksack down on the floor and rummaged around for Aaron Sehgal’s parcel.

			“Here you are, sir.”

			The man, however, stood very erect, with arms folded and a smirk on his face.

			“Should I put it somewhere?” said Saionton, looking around. He was aware of a desire to enter farther into the apartment, perhaps take a seat on one of the sofas, if invited to.

			“Aaron. Don’t be rude.”

			Mandy (was that short for Mandakini, he wondered?) took the parcel from his hands, her eyes widening as they regarded the gift. A look of hunger seemed to abide in her gaze. She was a small woman, with sleek black hair, and a sharp, alert face. She wore a shawl, draped over a negligee that set off the comeliness of her body. And some desperate vitality was in her, as she picked already at the packaging.

			“Don’t open it yet,” cut in Aaron, from where he was standing. “Just leave it on the kitchen table.”

			“Why?”

			“Baby, please.”

			She departed wordlessly. The smell of her perfume rose up again. Like a statue reanimated, Aaron stepped toward Saionton (who was breathing it in) steering him toward the sofas.

			“First finish your business,” he said grimly, “and then we’ll talk.”

			They got through the questionnaire in no time. Aaron offered monosyllabic responses; he was satisfied with Shrine Tech, he liked the upgrades in version 2.0; he had no advice or recommendations for the Company. As he answered, he slouched and stared at the ceiling. But afterward he began to smile, his gaze fastening on Saionton with strange fervor.

			“The shrines are everywhere already,” Aaron mused. “We’re all supposed to have one. Or to aspire to have one, right? So we all pray at the Company-manufactured shrine. ‘Pray,’ which is just ‘pay’ with an R snuck in. R, which naturally stands for ‘Right’, right? It’s good to be in the praying business, that’s a really paying business. Am I right?”

			Saionton laughed, interested, and glimpsed, out of the corner of his eye, the figure of Mandy leaning against a doorway. She was staring at Aaron Sehgal, her gaze riveted on his face, as though nothing else existed. Saionton felt an odd pang in his chest.

			“Consider Shrine Tech,” continued Aaron, in his gravelly, masculine tone. “Take the R out of that phrase…. And then look for the anagram. You know what I see? Neech Shit. Neech, meaning lowly. Neech Shit. Right?”

			Saionton recalled, in a confused way, that the Chief Happy Maker did say the word ‘right’ a lot. But whatever did that imply?

			“Neech shit is an insult,” he ventured aloud. “You said just now you’re satisfied with the Shrine Tech.”

			“That’s my official position,” said Aaron. “My unofficial position is that Shrine Tech is a brainwashing mechanism. Training us all to become…neech shit. In other words, your new employer is making us all pay – pray – pay with our minds, right? – every time we use it.”

			Then he shrugged and looked away. Noticing Mandy, he blinked slowly, smiling sadly.

			“But if you’re not interested,” he added, offhand, “or if this offends you, we can be finished now. I thought I’d let you know since you’re just a young man. I’m trying to wake people up, you see. It’s a kind of mission for me.”

			His eyes now dwelt on Saionton. On his lips played the same sad smile, which was triggering, in Saionton, a churn of troubling thoughts. If Aaron Sehgal went on in this fashion, he might very well incriminate himself. Perhaps he already had. But Aaron didn’t know that Saionton’s own Company-given task was to uncover precisely such dangerous intentions. And yet the filled questionnaire betrayed nothing, so was all this now ‘off the record’? But what did that even mean? According to the Chief Happy Maker, the Company’s algorithm had predicted that people would open up to Saionton. That was why they had hired him. And who ever ‘opened up’ except informally?

			“Look here,” Aaron continued, “here’s another little language trick they play. There’s all this tech we use, right? Made by tech developers. And what do they call themselves? Devs! What does that word mean in the mother Indo-European language? Gods. So our gods are the Company devs. Gods. And also devils. What’s a devil? A dev that means you ill. You see?”

			Saionton nodded faintly. Perhaps it all made a kind of tortured sense. What if there was some truth to what Aaron was saying? Then he needed to know it. Then where, exactly, ought his loyalties lie? And his best interests?

			All these concerns darted through him, half-formed and inarticulate, but each one turning over in his mind, suffocating it. Eventually, a noise drew his attention. It was the rustle of a dress. Mandy had stepped back into the living room. She was striding toward them, with a look of triumph etched on her face.

			“I bet I know what it is,” she said excitedly.

			“Know what what is?” said Aaron.

			“The package!”

			“Oh, that.”

			“Come on, Aaron! Let’s open it!”

			Saionton began to smile. He felt giddy and energetic. On the sofa opposite him, Aaron Sehgal shifted position, and the next thing Saionton knew, they were both standing together on the carpet.

			He followed the couple into a room so big and shiny it was unrecognizable to him as a kitchen. There, he watched as Aaron Sehgal, tall and strong, worked with concentration at the wrapping of the package that Saionton had brought (proud contribution to the couple’s home!). Mandy, shimmying and shimmering alongside, wore a look of quite disproportionate ecstasy. As he stared, he watched her lips part with the same childlike glee.

			“Red Ma-a-aze! An-n-nd an Astral Creator! I knew it! Isn’t it just what we were talking about!”

			On the kitchen counter lay two large packets of coffee. In the cardboard box from which they had emerged gleamed the polished metal of a coffee machine.

			Aaron Sehgal’s mouth worked oddly. He was evidently shaken by the sight of the items. Saionton wondered why – it was only coffee, after all.

			“It’s blood money,” Aaron muttered. “More of their tricks.”

			“Don’t say that!” cried Mandy.

			 The man threw a glance at her. It was filled with loathing. She drew her breath in sharply.

			“Don’t look at me like that!”

			Leaving the gifts where they lay, Aaron turned his back to them. He began to march away.

			Mandy let out a scream. Saionton stared in amazement. Her head and torso were plunged forward, almost at right angles to the rest of her. Vaguely, it occurred to him that she should have been a singer – or perhaps she was a singer – so clear and forceful and – even in her screaming – so pure was her voice. Then, as abruptly as she had begun to scream, she stopped and, with deep, hyperventilating breaths, began to busy herself with setting up the coffee machine. She was oblivious to Saionton’s presence.

			However, when he tried to say something, she froze. At once, the air grew tense. As though repulsed by a magnetic field, Saionton stepped away. Glancing about awkwardly, he sought to return to the living room, but now he seemed to have gotten lost in the apartment. Then he caught sight of Aaron disappearing behind another doorway and followed him blindly.

			He entered a room, which gaped in darkness, with sundry furniture pushed against the walls. At one end huge fields of static were forming into a holographic vision. A twelve-foot-tall image of someone closely resembling Aaron Sehgal (but inexactly – the hair was thicker and darker, and the face more youthful, devoid of creases) stood bare-bodied in a loincloth, gently perspiring, muscular and handsome, as it heaved an axe against a tree trunk, in the middle of some forest glade, dappled with sunshine and shade. Again and again the axe swung, striking the wood with satisfying thwacks. Suddenly the apparition paused mid-swing and stared straight at Saionton.

			“An entrant to your shrine,” it said, in a metallic rendition of the living Aaron Sehgal’s voice. “Guest or intruder?”

			“Guest,” spat Aaron, from the foot of the shrine. “Come here, kid, let me show you this mind-control machine. Let me show you how it works us.”

			Saionton drew up alongside his host, who stood, arms akimbo, in an attitude of pleased superiority, as he beheld his own god – for surely that was what the Tarzan-esque vision represented.

			“See, I don’t give it a chance. I interrogate it. I make it confess. Watch this!”

			Indeed, the hologram was already looking nervous. It laid down its axe and wiped its forehead, smiling ingratiatingly.

			“Tell me,” began Aaron, “what makes Shrine Tech more addictive than cinema ever was?

			“There is, of course, the experiential advantage of holo-tech,” said the hologram carefully, “but the central distinguishing factor is the avoidance of traditional storytelling. Stories, unfortunately, cannot exist without sustained conflict, and such conflict arouses negative human emotions, such as anxiety. Before the shrines a user only beholds glory and victory.”

			“And what makes it more addictive than temples and churches and so on?”

			“The visions of glory are procedurally generated and therefore practically infinite in variety. For instance….”

			Instead of the tree in the glade, the Aaron-clone was now confronted with a monstrous ogre – but defanged and beaten already, while the god plunged a spear into its prone body again and again.

			Then he was ascending sheerly up through starry skies, planets, and galaxies, to the accompaniment of mystical music.

			Then – Saionton blushed – the Aaron-clone was seated on a golden throne, clad in his loincloth, while one female figure after another, clad in hardly anything, proceeded to kiss his sandaled feet.

			“All right, let’s go back to the jungle,” said Aaron – and it was done.

			“Moreover,” the hologram went on, “Shrine Tech customizes the god to the devotee’s own psyche to a degree that has never been possible before in the history of human worship. Therefore, the user can now truly say: my lord and my god. And for all these reasons Shrine Tech boosts mental health like no other technology. This has been proven—”

			“By Company-funded studies, I know. What’s the latest data on usage? Let’s say within the city.”

			“In Mumbai, close to seventy per cent of individuals now have access to Shrine Tech.”

			“And you’re telling me –” Aaron Sehgal uttered a humorless laugh, “– that the Company isn’t leveraging this access? That people aren’t being mind-controlled and manipulated for the Company’s own ends?”

			The hologram before them said nothing. But there had entered its eyes something Saionton had never seen in AI before. A kind of caginess. With flashes of amusement.

			“You won’t answer that,” noted Aaron, “but you must answer this. What’s new in version 2.0?”

			“The user experience has been improved manifold, thanks to unobstructed information-sharing. For example, you received a gift today, answering a desire that had been expressed in my presence.”

			“I’m aware,” said Aaron grimly, “the Company bosses can now hear everything I say to you. So what about when I accuse them of covert fascism, like I just did? What are the repercussions for me?”

			“None. As a user, you are entitled to your beliefs. That is the bedrock of Company policy, as regards Shrine Tech.”

			“Oh really? And a bunch of sociopaths would really be so magnanimous?”

			The hologram paused, in a winning way, and then said, “They wouldn’t dare to touch you, Aaron.”

			The shrine machinery whirred faster, probably cooling itself. Aaron Sehgal broke out into a smile. His chest heaved with satisfaction.

			“What am I to them anyway?” he mused aloud. “Just an insignificant man to them.”

			Thwack! The axe struck the tree trunk, as the hologram resumed its activity. In between blows, it caught Aaron’s eye in a conspiratorial way.

			Suddenly an arm fell about Saionton’s shoulders, strong fingers squeezing.

			“But what if I decided to do this young man an injury? This new Company employee…. Eh? What then?”

			“Then I would remind you,” said the hologram, in tones that were unusually sonorous and melodious, “that violence is beneath you. Violence is beneath you. Violence…is beneath you.”

			Aaron Sehgal was momentarily quiet. The words had made a strong impression on him, even though he was only testing the system. He caught a hint of the persuasive logic too; he might as well let his enemies be, the same way he would suffer ants crawling in some undergrowth.

			“That’s also version 2.0, isn’t it?” he asked the shrine. “That you block out violent thoughts now.”

			The hologram nodded, and added, “Because they really are beneath you.”

			“And what else are you feeding me? Hypnotic messages? Subliminal advertising?”

			“If I were,” came the coy reply, “I would be programmed not to reveal it. However, Shrine Tech 2.0 is only meant to unlock the real you.”

			Aaron’s voice began to tremble. “I know what the Company is planning. A political takeover of all of India. It’s a second East India Company. Already you have a monopoly in commerce. The local governments are weak and scattered. The next step is obvious. You want total domination. Make us all your slaves and tax us into penury. But you can do it bloodlessly now. This is your secret weapon – these shrines – to subdue us – body and soul, politicians and citizens alike. As for the Company, I quote: ‘corporations have neither bodies to be punished, nor souls to be condemned, therefore they do as they like.’”

			“Edward Thurlow,” said the hologram, breaking from its tree-chopping exertions to wipe some notional sweat from its forehead. “The first Baron Thurlow.”

			“You don’t deny it then,” said Aaron softly.

			“Aaron,” said his likeness, smiling, “I don’t admit it. But what difference does it make? If it were true, as I said, I would be programmed not to reveal it. Hello, Mandy.”

			Saionton turned. In the light of the doorway, her waiflike silhouette was making its way toward them with careful and dainty steps. She held a cup in each hand.

			“Coffee, love. Don’t strain yourself.”

			Wordlessly, Aaron took a cup from her and drew her into a one-armed embrace. As she nestled close to him, her free arm extended gracefully toward Saionton. He started forward, to take his own coffee. Suddenly he found himself close to tears. This kindness was overwhelming – and so unexpected.

			The couple, in the meantime, were reconciled. Mandy’s eyes shone as she gazed up at Aaron.

			“Find anything today?”

			“The same drill,” he replied. “It won’t deny the plot, but that’s about it.”

			“Have you noticed,” she said absently, “how the graphics are so Hindu?”

			“Hmm?”

			“They are, see –” her voice gained girlish vigor, “– the figures always have these jagged outlines, and these high, wise foreheads and large eyes and eyelashes. Like in the old comic books. Even the Jesus holograms look like Ram and Lakshman. I’ve noticed. And this whole forest is like some old-world, Aryan throwback. See! That’s a lotus pond in the background.”

			“So it is”, said Aaron wonderingly. “How you notice things. It’s super-liminal messaging, of course. Hindu majoritarianism would be the Company’s path of least resistance – in this country. What do you say,” he called out, “is the lady right or what?”

			Aaron Sehgal’s god gazed down at them good-naturedly.

			“Mandy is certainly gorgeous today. How is the coffee?”

			“It’s amazing,” replied Mandy breathlessly. “I’m loving the fruity notes. Isn’t it the best coffee ever, baby?”

			Saionton found himself assenting, in a voice that was not audible to anyone. He had, indeed, never tasted coffee this good.

			“It’s dodging the question,” Aaron said with a frown.

			“Of course it would.” Mandy shrugged. “You know that already, baby. I think you spend too much time just banging your head against—”

			Aaron Sehgal made a movement and slipped free of her.

			“What else is new in version 2.0?” he asked loudly.

			“Shrine-to-shrine connectivity,” said the hologram. “For inter-religious worship, prayer meets and similar occasions that accelerate spiritual harmony.”

			“Accelerate the brainwashing, you mean,” said Aaron grimly. “Bring many shrines to bear on each mind simultaneously. Now I understand.”

			“You have used the feature yourself,” the hologram spoke gently.

			“I’m aware.”

			It had been shortly before Mandy moved in. A prayer meet for Zara. Most of the guests had been strangers to him; that girl was dear to so many. But how close they had all felt that day! How powerful their recollections had been! How moving, to pray for Zara, before a literal assembly of gods. And what new thoughts had come to them that day – it really was extraordinary, how time spent at the shrines so often left one with intriguing new thoughts. Until then, he had simply been a user, an avid one. That was the day he first began to suspect. And not only him, but others too.

			“Zara,” said Aaron aloud, while his mind moved in and out of his reverie. “Zara! Did the Company have her killed?”

			Mandy’s expression altered, almost comically. Her mouth parted in protest, yet no words emerged.

			The hologram spoke impassively: “Zara Shah was murdered on the sixteenth of June this year, by an obsessive fan, Rashid Hussein Khan. He was arrested immediately and is currently housed in Taloja jail, pending the completion of the trial.”

			“I know all that. Who put him up to it? Wasn’t he the Company’s hitman?”

			The hologram said nothing. A single eyebrow arched on its face, which resembled less and less the anguished one before it.

			“She knew too much, didn’t she? So the CHM had her killed. Or who was it who gave the orders?”

			“I’m switching this off,” cried Mandy, starting forward to the shrine, where it stood gleaming and humming – all ears.

			There was a shattering noise. Aaron pushed past Saionton and lumbered his way to the door. His broken cup of coffee spilled itself over the far wall.

			Mandy, her bosom swelling and stirring, knelt, trembling, to kill the hologram. The machine had time only for a last word, which was addressed, to Saionton’s vast surprise, to him.

			“You should leave now, Saionton. Don’t you have work to—?”
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