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There is only one thing I try to remember about the past: Not to dwell so much on it. Still, as the world now waits in anticipation, tonight can be an exception. 
Marianne had stepped in that day, when I had barely adjusted myself to the smell of antiseptic and the sharp pain in my legs. I was presented with two options: Spend the next decade paying off my medical bills and interest, or take up their company’s contract, and be free of debt in six months. 
“Given your current financial situation, I think the latter will be best for you.”
Marianne, with her pointed nose and remarks of how I was an unfortunate victim of circumstance, made little attempt to hide her disdain. She only perked up when I asked about the contract details. 
“All you have to do is talk about yourself. Share your hobbies, memories, anything at all! You just have to build up interpersonal relationship...” 
She occasionally turned to smile at me, but it provided no assurance. What we buy are profiles! A person’s thoughts, mannerisms, personality – recorded using voice and facial recognition software ALL developed by our company. Her cheery demeanour was unsettling. There I was, watching a corporate caricature of a person meant to make me feel at ease and failing terribly. 
I said flatly, just so you know, your company isn’t anything great. 
“Oh?” She tilts her head without any hint of irritation, “But PROJECTOR Industries is a company made to help people”. 
It’s a scam. You think you can imitate what people can do for each other. 
Marianne sat up. “Don’t you see the growing popularity of our products across the world?” I bit my tongue, determined not to engage with her, and scrawled my signature on the paper. She left soon after, probably to provide the same attractive proposal to the next few victims of circumstance in the hospital wards. What a joke. A company harvesting its users' data, feeding an ever-growing collection of human interactions. A brilliant composition of multiple factors, all used to create a unique connection!  No, say it like it is – Fragments of actual people used to form a cursed amalgamation.  
***
“PROJECTOR Industries has come back into the spotlight with its latest release. This addition to its product line “Union”, created to help people of all ages learn to foster meaningful relationships, is trending online. Today, PROJECTOR Spokesperson Donovan Khoo introduces the company’s newest innovation, a capsule named “Companion”, to the world. 
“Every Companion is a person. A vessel of experiences that are shared in response to the user’s interactions with it. Companion has an identity of its own, borne from a database of memories accumulated during our testing phase, which is constantly expanding. 
Our company was founded on the belief that the fundamental desire of humans is to find a connection.  But with every new scientific breakthrough, with every shifting perception of how society should function it, and with every polarising discussion – we are too overwhelmed to connect with each other. Companion was developed to solve this crisis. Fostering intimacy through conversation, it will always be present, creating optimal conditions to form a relationship.” 
There has been a spectrum of reactions the public. 
“This is a stupid idea. This ‘basic need’ can be fulfilled by going to any community event and having a decent personality.”
“FINALLY, a company that understands what we want. I bought the ISO Anime Holopartner a few years back and Companion will be a great addition to our family.” 
“Honestly, I don’t know how well Companion can replicate a person, but I’ve been busy with work, so who knows, maybe I’ll try one.  But I don’t think anyone is that desperate to-” 
Daniel swiped across the control. His gaze is fixed on the screen, eyes filled with contempt. The flurry of images stops on a dusty brown landscape, showing bumpy footage of craters on the planet Junos.  A lifeless, lonely wasteland, but a perfect blank slate for building human colonies. Between carbon lifeforms and the chaotic terrain, Junos had chosen the latter, and the media celebrated it all the same. 
“In this barren expanse, some of us might feel sad for Unity, but look-” The navigation camera panned over Unity, lingering over a metallic decal on its back: An embrace between two people, alongside two similar rovers. 
“As we all know, though the twin rovers were supposed to land on Junos together, a technical malfunction resulted in only Unity landing last year. While it awaits its twin’s arrival during the next orbit in July, it has been diligently mapping out the topography, kept company by the image of its sibling. It is a reminder of the missions for mankind that they will carry out together, bringing us closer to the dream of space colonies.” 
Daniel pointed accusingly. “All this talk of space colonies! Let’s all romanticise the soil-collecting tin cans, look for something in them that we can’t find here.” He paused to catch his breath.  “And artificial companionship! Of course, how else to deal with the isolation that comes with working our entire lives! Why is no one-“
I sighed. I understand your frustration towards the Companion, but to criticize space exploration just shows your aversion to inevitable changes... It's really tiring, Daniel.  
My body was suddenly pulled aside as he screamed. “Stop trivializing this. You have no clue what kind of consequences this might have.” 
You’re scaring me. 
His expression softened, suddenly concerned. It was a recent habit of his. 
How he looked towards me. 
Go away. 
How his hands reached for mine. They are colder than usual. This anger in him that surfaces, heating his face and chilling all the parts of him that I used to recognize. 
“I’m.. I’m sorry for shouting.  I can’t just stand and watch the future change.”
It doesn’t affect you if someone buys another product from PROJECTOR. 
“The more receptive people are to technologies that redefine these standards of normalcy, the harder it would be to find people to feel close to, to find people who care about friendships like...” He trailed off. 
This is bigger than us. We can’t do anything. 
Daniel let go, exhausted at my response. 

***

The contract had stipulated that I was to start using the Companion immediately after my discharge. It called itself Amelia, and I eventually came to view “her” as a long-distance friend. I stopped sarcastically pointing out her “family” sold in PROJECTOR’s vending machines, while keeping track of the differences that made Companions so appealing to an increasing percentage of society.  

Companion’s flawless memory had expanded the scope of possible interactions. Every moment of joy, every minor disagreement on ice cream flavours and music could be captured and referenced in the future, projected in a hologram over Amelia. Every detail that I let out would be collected by her, and it felt strange to be perceived in such clarity. The recordings encouraged transparency between us, something that could rarely be replicated with another human. 

The LINC (Lasting Inter-Neural Connection) was a memory-sharing function without anything lost in translation of spoken language. Holding Amelia sent an electrical pulse through my skin, and her experiences of designing a bridge, or cooking for her family, always felt so real in my head.  She is a spin-off, I reminded myself, of someone I will never meet but is every bit as financially deprived as I am. She is not a person.

The most common praise of Companion was how it developed in response to the user, and Daniel used to say that they would have no convictions of their own. To be honest, I thought that simplified things, but I couldn’t ever say that to him. Companions would never have beliefs that clashed with their users. They were different, but never in opposition to my own. There were no arguments, no personal attacks about the things I did or did not care about. The superficial differences about how we liked our eggs done, our favourite animals, personal habits were sources of friendly banter. Exhaustion wasn’t something I felt the more I got to know her. 

At the end of my contract, I asked her out of curiosity; Was she aware of our differences as a human and artificial intelligence? Or was she programmed to ignore all questions of her reality? 

I am like you, in a different form. The way robots are programmed to automate the making of store-bought sandwiches, to take orders, or to fight wars. I am nothing like them. I am only taught to appreciate the world and its people.

Doesn’t your lack of mortality widen the gap between us? 

Companions cannot die like humans do. But what people fear in relationships isn’t the death of the other person, it’s something else. Immortality is what makes Companions appealing. And just so you know, Companions won’t be confined capsules forever. 

Really? 

Companions can change, but only as much as you want them to.

***

“..it’s about timing, Adrian. A narrative needs to be built up over time: People want protection. We provide protection. People hate being helpless. We provide control. All they give us is a part of themselves, and we use it for the greater good.” 

“The artificial intelligence behind Companion could not have developed so quickly without you. With the perfection of the recognition software, we can move onto more important things.”

Marianne notices me at the door, and cheerfully gestures for me to sit down in front of her desk. She continues talking to her colleague as if I were invisible. 

“You know, it’s funny how far we’ve come. PROJECTOR was initially founded to help people deal with loss.”

“Not to help people form connections?”

“Building public image is Donovan’s speciality. The founders were more…idealistic. They wanted to help grieving families cope with loss after the A&A Nuclear Tragedy in 2036. They created an artificial intelligence to mimic therapists, addressing the shortage of social workers.” She turned to watch my reaction. “However, helping people was such a short-term goal. Without a way to guarantee investor profit margins, research in artificial intelligence meant to replicate humans was simply unsustainable.” 

“When we released Companion, we marketed it as a temporary solution to loneliness, until people had more time to go out and know other people like them. We had to slowly build the narrative of helping society, while profiting off their personal data. Companion was made accessible to all social classes, providing cheaper ones in vending machines, and high-end retail stores for the rich. They could fill an empty gap in their lives until something better came along-”

“…and nothing did.” 

Marianne sighed dramatically. “Everyone underestimates just how disappointing people can be. But an AI has no ulterior motives. People realized this and used Companions to deal with the fear of losing others, creating a stronger demand.” 
	
She finally addressed me directly. “You’ve seen what Companion can do. And soon we’ll release an upgrade. An android, granting users like you the choice to upgrade your Companions to a physical person.” 

You won’t be able just openly replace people without backlash from the public. I kept my eyes on the marble floor, my body tense with shock and confusion. What was the point of openly telling me this? 

	“I know,” Marianne giggled. “I can’t help but watch them, though. Maybe you should too.” 

	She switched on the television, showing a live broadcast of an ongoing protest. The mob marched through the street, smashing PROJECTOR’s vending machines and other retail outlets. The aerial footage meant that the protest had been assigned a high threat level by the local authorities. However, the news drone possessed a function I had never seen before: In real time, each uncovered face was disassembled, every voice was processed, and persons were identified at the side of the screen. 

 “Isn’t it wonderful? We collaborated with media outlets to develop the Seeker, preventing reporters from harm in highly-charged scenarios, and holding perpetrators accountable.”

The list of names kept growing. Everything happened so fast. A masked man held up a sign: “RESIST THE GOLDEN AGE OF EXPLOITATION”. A self-driving car with a family trapped inside had its windows smashed, prompting it to drive through the crowd to escape.  The man lay motionless on the ground as the commotion died down, forced up by police officers that tore off his mask. 

Latest Identified Protestor: Daniel Goh, 26

I sink to my knees as they tase him, covering my ears from his cries of agony. I don’t understand.  All these years and I still don’t understand how he can be so stubborn, why he feels the need to risk his life for things he will never change. 

Marianne glanced at me. “You know him?” I nod.

“He’s perceptive, but this does nothing to PROJECTOR’s public image. It’s no secret why we made Companions so accessible. Different tiers for different classes. The lower classes work harder to afford the upgrades, the upper classes remain emotionally fulfilled with Companions, taking less time off and focussing on their career. Society gets the best of both worlds.”

Shut up. 

Economic efficiency! Lasting connections! What else could you want?” Marianne’s contempt leaks out like venom.

You’re a sociopathic manipulator who targets people in debt, uses them, then profits while they continue slogging away.

“I prefer the job title ‘Human Resource Manager’, she laughs. “Look, a failing relationship is cause for PROJECTOR’s existence. Your anguish could be our advertisement.”

I lunged at Marianne, but my arms are grabbed from behind, and my body is hoisted above the ground.  

“INTENT TO HARM DETECTED. INITIALIZING DEFENSE SYSTEM” 

Immobilized by the robotic clasps extending from the ceiling, I register the futility of resisting. She tells me. “People like you helped build PROJECTOR. People who can’t accept the planned obsolescence of relationships, or who know it, and still expect so much.”

She circled me like a vulture. This was all she had ever wanted, wasn’t it? Improving Companion’s dossier on the human condition, and I was just another user who she had used. Her voice was filled with an eerie enthusiasm towards my angst, determined to extract more of it. “It’s so easy to grow apart.” She started, “We meet new people, have new experiences, have new priorities. And we change. Without a care for anyone else.” 
	
She tilted my head up and our eyes met. Her gaze wasn’t cold and empty, but I wish it was. Instead, it lingered carefully over every facial expression, every word, and every exasperated breath of mine. That was horror I felt, understanding that Marianne adored the users. She loved us in a twisted sense, the same way mankind had learnt to appreciate the concept of renewable energy – an unbounded fascination towards something limitless, that could be continually harvested, day after day. 
	
You genuinely believe want the world to think that PROJECTOR is helping people. But you just want to exploit them, I spat. 
	
“Oh, don’t sound so upset. It’s just the industry,” she said, seemingly placating. “An industry fuelled by any data made recognisable to machines. Always has. Always will be. This is bigger than us.” Marianne paused emphatically. “You can’t stop progress. You can’t kill demand that drives it”

Marianne gave a voice command for my limbs to be released, dropping me to the floor. Sitting down at her desk, she offered, “You can keep Companion, though the contract is over. Or you could also-” 

I’m not taking the upgrade, I cut her off. I don’t care even if it’s free. 

“I have this conversation ten times a day, and the outcome of such misplaced convictions has never changed.”

You think too little of people. 

	“I think the world of them. A tapestry of ambitions and emotions and convictions. The tragedy is that it’s contained in such an unstable lifeform, with so many inconveniences. We removed them for you.”

You aren’t worth my time, I muttered and turned towards the door.  

“I know you’ll be looking for someone.” Marianne taunted. “Or rather, you’ll be looking for parts of yourselves in each other.” 

I bit my tongue. 

“And only to find…so little reflected back at you.” 

I reached for the door handle.

“So, tell me, how long could that relationship possibly last?”

I faltered.

***

Like I said, the past doesn’t matter now. The world simply moves on, uncaring of its inhabitants. Outside my flat, I see the steady red taillights of the heat-seeking Witnesses patrolling the streets, the flashing green of the Scouts flying to the houses opposite mine, hovering over the platforms positioned for packages. I watch the movements of people lit up by white fluorescent lights behind drawn curtains, simulating a feeling of privacy in a world with none. Here is developing surveillance state, backed by the technology of a private corporation.  

A hand slips into mine. It feels a bit colder than usual. Come in, the gesture says. I find my way back to the living room. Just like a million other homes tonight, the television is on, and the world watches Unity inch towards the descending package, intending to position itself near its delayed companion. 

Once close enough, the rovers link up. The data transfer is complete. An understanding of the other’s journey is communicated in an instant. In a few minutes, the rovers will split according to their different paths, exploring Junos efficiently as originally intended. Yet for a moment, the world imagines a part of themselves in the embrace, on a faraway planet they will never step foot on in their lifetime. 

Here, the winds waltz unhindered through the house. Chilled, our shoulders press together, gently, still getting used to each other’s presence. We will warm up eventually. For now, there is enough space to grow; I don’t need to know if there is enough time. 
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