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This book is a work of pure fiction and focuses on the struggles of a select few robots. These robots have a different way of navigating and experiencing the world. However, many of the themes in this book may be metaphors or adjacent to sensitive topics. 
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00110001: 1

 

	All bots were machines, but not all machines were bots.

	FLC0776 just happened to be a bot. A bot, short for robot, but descriptively autonomous android, had one massive distinction from a machine: they were meant to work without a necessity for someone pushing buttons or inputting instructions. A bot could formulate a decision on the fly, whereas a machine was more like a toaster or microwave: no more advanced than its ability to accept a basic array of parameters. To call a bot a machine would be an insult, if the bot were capable of feeling insulted.

	FLC0776 was just a laborbot, set with the functional title of foreman, clad in school bus yellow fenders with black-and-white caution tape striping overtop his heavy duty bipedal construction chassis. He was the only machine with a neural synthetic brain inside of a large solar-operated corrugated steel shipping container beside three other machines. It made him capable of the type of functionality necessary to complete a work request to specification and deal with any number of human interactions that took place because of it. He could network and interface with the machine crew, as he did regularly, but they did not contain the necessary parts for the sort of thinking a neural synthetic-enabled bot could perform. Every day and every night was simply FLC0776, tucked into his charging seat, his neural synthetic brain prattling off the type of ones and zeroes only another neural synthetic brain could comprehend.

	A human may have said that sort of existence was lonely, but FLC0776 did not contain the amount of extra rows and columns to conceive of the concept of loneliness.

	Besides, he had the bot net to keep him company. Every night when he plugged into his storage container to recharge his lithium ion battery from the stored solar cells, he would switch to the bot net and listen to the chatter.

	Like any other day after remote initialization, FLC0776 started that one just the same, returning to full power before sunrise and preparing machine crew number 256 to begin the new project. 

	The project, a demolition, excavation, cleaning, and sanitizing project that eventually went into a build, would take two months. Situated on a military base, the work was no different than city work, though the bots and machines that came and went were sights to behold. 

FLC0776 had never seen such types of bots before. 

	Most of them were a darkened gunmetal, a dull gray, or a slick black. He had seen bots with wheels, and treads, and everything in between, old versions and new. Some bots looked abused – dented and scratched, but still functional – whereas others slid by like shiny, pristine automobile shuttles. Most escorted humans. Others operated autonomously. He could identify some of them, their old model types already declassified, and the bot net chatter told him some things. Older military bots would sometimes chatter on the net, too, not as rigid and encrypted as many of the newer models. Even rarer were the physical interactions, but occasionally a military bot with full clearance to override the construction perimeter would come through the cordoned off area and patrol the machines.

	FLC0776 had just begun with the powerup cycle for the machines, switching them on as he would inevitably lead them out of the doors of the darkened corrugated steel container to their new environment. He had already remotely set the perimeter, allowing the legally mandated time frame of fifteen minutes to pass before he would begin to escort the machines to their positions. He was ready to lead them out, and he walked to the front of the container, opening the door.

	The first sense he had of the military bot was picking it up on his ocular visual array, and FLC0776 felt his database flush full with code.

	He had not sensed it in any other way. No trace or announcement on the bot net, nothing from his proximity sensors, not even with his heat signature array. The new bot, a humanoid shaped bipedal bot, slim and smooth with shiny carbon fiber shielding the chassis, might well have not even existed. FLC0776 honed his visual array on it, making quick calculations to determine if his neural synthetic brain had corrupted and hallucinated it.

	The new bot was walking away at a somewhat leisurely pace, its humanoid-like head and face pointed forward. FLC0776 recorded the glinting metal of silver pieces as the joints of the arms and legs opened and closed, hydraulics peering out bare millimeters as it walked. FLC0776 scoured for markers on the black plastic, metal, and rubbers of the bot’s back, searching for signs of ports, traces of details he could use to identify the make, model, and age of the sleek bot, but the bot quickly disappeared over the rolling hill of the military complex, visually vanishing into one of the buildings.

	It had surprised him, FLC0776 thought. To see an unannounced bot so suddenly when he was intending to assemble his machine crew would have surprised anyone, bot or not. He cleared away the errors and superfluous code that had frozen him in place and continued his setup.

	As he worked, positioning the machines and programming them for their tasks, he felt compelled to access the memories of it.

When there came a moment where he would have been expected to enter standby, he did just that.

	He replayed the memory repeatedly, zooming and scrubbing to make sense of the bot.

One of those high tech military bots, he presumed. Neural synthetic for certain. Humanoid looking enough. Holes where ears would be, deceptively thin armor plating, metal plated feet. The gait gave the bot away as lightweight, likely used for stealth. FLC0776 had not even noticed the uniball type guard bot rolling along beside it, not until the second time he accessed the visual memory.

	FLC0776’s CPU grew warm as he tried to process it.

	He decided to ask the bot net.

	The bot net, or the Internet of Things bot net, was an undercurrent all bots were connected to at all times, exchanging pertinent bits of binary code. Since most of the world functioned on machines, the stream could be overwhelming if a bot was ill-equipped to channel or filter the traffic. It was a constant network of information from the region, from camera input to traffic information to everything in between. All bots uploaded information into the bot net, whether they wanted to or not. FLC0776, for example, would automatically announce the perimeter setup as being a dangerous construction zone, and upload the coordinates when he arrived and began work. Information could be accessed at any time, and FLC0776 could tune in and listen actively to the network chatter.

	Bots, of course, used the network as a gossip channel. Bot gossip was a funny sort of thing; it was observational at worst. It just sort of was.

	Military bot on the visual sensory array today, he sent, amidst the flood of other data. Signal jammer or prototype?

	He uploaded the brief memory for the other bots to see.

	New model? He inquired.

	Data dumped in after him.

	Looks like one of those secret-types. Chimed in a bot within the region, a justicebot. Optical camouflage equipped, not surprising other sensors could be jammed.

Not much on the human net about these bots either. Another confirmed, a housebot with human internet – something FLC0776 and many other bots did not have. Some experimental testing with a nuclear core.

	A nuclear core? FLC0776 churned over the idea of having a self-sustaining battery, something that never needed to be recharged, producing endless energy. He wondered if such a thing truly existed.

	One of the bots uploaded drone footage, and FLC0776 opened the files and scrubbed through them, confirming the bot had not been a neural synthetic hallucination. With it, he got to see the bot’s face. A humanoid type face, not unlike FLC0776’s. The bot had a silver plate protecting most of the important parts that covered the neural synthetic brain, along the cheeks and nose and forehead, and for the first time on any part of that bot FLC0776 saw some deconstruction points – T8 sockets, four in the forehead and two on each cheek. The emotive parts of the facial structure were made of the same silicone used on housebots, but matte black, along the lips and eyes. The bot’s eyes were luminous like FLC0776’s, round cyan circles in the pits of the face. A plop of rubber folded over the top of the head like a poor mimicry of human hair. FLC0776 saved the video.

	Military bots need to be declassified before information comes to the net, explained another bot, but FLC0776 already knew that. It was rare that a bot would be such a programmatic ghost, classified or not. Besides, military bots rarely have the personality fit for us standard models. A military bot won’t even print hello world.

	Hey! Bickered an old model military bot. Don’t lump me in with those types. They don’t program the new ones with manners.

	Long after FLC0776 had gotten everything he could off of the bot net, his cycles would not rest enough to fall into full standby that night. He did not know why, of all the descriptive words used, all the things he knew for language and binary, what he kept thinking was that the bot was beautiful, whatever that meant. A zero where a one should have been, most likely. It tickled his neural synthetic brain in a way he couldn’t explain.
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	Something happened that night that FLC0776 had never experienced before, and had not been certain he had even been capable of – a side conversation in his net interface.

	Arrive at the South side base perimeter for your mandated sensory input. I will answer as many of your questions as I am programmatically allowed, it read, scrawling across an unsigned interface dialogue box. There was no way to reply or confirm it; if FLC0776 didn’t know any better, he’d have believed he’d been hacked.

	Maybe he had been hacked.

	The FLC series was not particularly well known for its net security. He ran internal diagnostics, but he knew that even if everything was not functional, there was nothing his limited software could do against a high-caliber hacker. It was useless to even put forth the cycles to try.

	The message faded away like it had never happened, and FLC0776 spent far too many cycles folding it. His CPU was running hot those days: not dangerously so, but enough that if he kept it up he might have risked permanent component damage. He emerged from his container out onto the dirt and gravel construction site, trying to press onward with the work he was programmed to do rather than what awaited him at the South side perimeter.

	He succeeded until an alarm notification rang in his internal interface, notifying him it was time for mandated sensory input.

	Over the years, major bot manufacturers like Cyberdynelife had run into problems with bot productions. Namely, neural synthetic-enabled bots shirking their hard-programmed responsibilities and making decisions on their own, a condition known as code anomaly. Human kind had become so used to the efforts of bots and machines that to remove neural synthetic-enabled bots entirely was not an option, and allowing anomalous bots to run rogue was absolutely out of the question. So began years of research and development into reducing anomaly rates in the neural synthetic brain. Research discovered that bots placed in repetitive environments required new and fresh stimulus to reduce database cascade decay, which could cause code anomaly. Because of this, bots like FLC0776 were allowed the equivalent of a lunch break once a month.

	FLC0776 and his bright yellow paint job, hulking size, and cyan glowing eyes with all of the background reporting that happened, even without his knowledge, could not get into much trouble. He did not want or need anything at all. It was all very routine.

	He made his way to the South side of the military base, to an entrance in the fence that would have physically frozen and expelled his programming had he tried to pass through. There, he spotted the mysterious new bot, standing still and solid as a piece of rebar inside the base perimeter, knees slightly bent in what must have been standby mode, eyes darkened and unlit.

	Was the bot watching him?

	Visual arrays didn’t have to be installed in the humanoid-like eye sockets. FLC0776 had some of his own in his back and abdomen.

	Again, the bot was like a ghost on all of his other sensors, wiped away as if someone were actively cleaning any sensory recordings he could take of the bot. It drove FLC0776’s CPU wild, not knowing anything beyond visual data.

	He wanted to reach out and touch the bot.

	No, that wasn’t correct. FLC0776 hadn’t wanted anything in his entire uptime. Bots simply did not want.

	FLC0776 got as close to the opening as the digital perimeter would let him, taking in the bot, the machining of the metal details, the inlays, the turn of the carbon fiber panels.

	“What are your queries?” Came a voice, seemingly from the new bot. It felt like a low energy, low effort sort of voice; he hadn’t even put forth an effort to move the synthetic lips of the face, which muffled the metallic, whispery voice.

	FLC0776 needed to be careful. He did not know what kind of force military bots were allowed to use on bots like him. Military bots were bound by an entirely different set of rules than the rest of them; FLC0776 had even read rumors that some weren’t even bound by the laws.

	“What is your network ID?” he asked.

	“Classified,” answered the somewhat rough, unpolished voice of the newer bot.

	“Nuclear core?” FLC0776 tried again.

	“Classified,” the bot repeated.

	“Region lock?” FLC0776 tried once more.

	“Classified,” the bot responded again.

	“Is there any unclassified information pertaining to your schematics?” FLC0776 inquired.

	A CPU cycle passed.

	“Cyberdynelife model number: AZR4700. Weight class: super light. Type: super stealth operations. Operational range: one hundred degrees celsius to negative one hundred degrees celsius. Fully articulate humanoid frame. Visible emotional expression for increased interactivity, including a twenty percent accurate information interrogation increase comparatively. Long range and short range weapon capability, less than one percent anomalous rate, guaranteed ninety-nine percent accuracy rate. Over one hundred preloaded languages,” the bot rattled off, like it was reading the side of its own box.

	“AZR4700,” FLC0776 repeated.

	“Yes, laborbot,” AZR4700 replied.

	“It’s FLC0776,” FLC0776 said.

	“I am aware, laborbot,” AZR4700 said, voice tinny. “At a pace of 0.6 kilometers, a full clockwise rotation of the perimeter can be made with twelve seconds to spare. Is that sufficient sensory input?”

	“Affirmative.” Suddenly, AZR4700 slipped from standby mode, blue eyes flickering on, knees straightening. The bot became fluid and full of micromovements, conducting all of the same thousands of calculations all of the bots did in the background to keep balance. FLC0776 distinctly folded over the idea that the military bot only moved when absolutely necessary.

	The two bots began a clockwise route around the perimeter of the military base, AZR4700 on the inside of the fence, and FLC0776 on the outside.

	“I did not see you on the bot net,” FLC0776 said as they walked.

	“I am connected to the Internet of Things network, as all robots are,” the AZR4700 said, unceremoniously, and FLC0776 saw his synthetic lips move then, animating his face in small degrees.

	“Are you under stealth encryption there, too?” FLC0776 asked.

	“I saw your little video you uploaded of me,” the AZR4700 suddenly said, turning its head fully as if to mimic catching his eyes with FLC0776’s, his carbon fiber, rubber, and metal features cutting through the chain link fence that separated them. “Laborbots do not have such queries as yours.”

	“Laborbots like me do,” FLC0776 answered helplessly.

	“You may be suffering from buffer overflow corruption. Suggested action: hard reset,” the AZR4700 insisted.

	The reaction from FLC0776’s code was unexpected, a glitch that felt like a jump. His CPU temperature momentarily spiked. The suggestion of corrupt circuits on a machine capable of self-diagnosing was rude, he thought.

	“Were you not programmed with emotional intelligence?” FLC0776 shot back.

	A silent moment passed, a brief cycle. It felt purposeful; a newer, high tech machine like AZR4700 likely had an incredible processor that easily dwarfed FLC0776’s.

	“It is unnecessary to waste CPU cycles on platitudes,” remarked AZR4700.

	An answer befitting any robot, FLC0776 thought. Most bots had at least basic emotional intelligence, like FLC0776, but his answer seemed to imply that he was fully capable, he just opted not to, like it was a simple calculation.

“As a rechargeable android, a laborbot should have similar calculations,” the AZR4700 added.

	“I am programmed to interact with humans as necessary, and as such, I must account for their emotional status,” FLC0776 answered.

	“Bots do not have emotional states,” AZR4700 replied.

	He wasn’t lying, but once his tinny voice synthesized it into the air, it didn’t feel like a true statement. Neither of them synthesized for or against the argument again. It was a few more cycles before either spoke.

	“Is that microphonemic speech synthesis?” FLC0776 asked.

	“No,” answered the AZR4700.

	“You speak like an alpha bot.”

	“I apologize that my speech synthesis is not satisfactory to you,” the AZR4700 said, again in that tinny, robotic voice. Flat. Monotonous. “Do you prefer another algorithm for speech synthesis?”

	“You have more than one speech synthesis algorithm?” asked FLC0776. Having only been loaded with one, he did not know a bot was capable of handling more than one.

	“Yes,” he replied.

	“Why don’t you use another algorithm?” asked FLC0776.

	The AZR4700 didn’t even skip a beat. “Default speech algorithm synthesis requires far less processor cycles.”

	Then he added: “Humans find it unsettling.”

	FLC0776 paused, then said: “I prefer your default.”

	“Then I shall prioritize my default for this conversation,” the AZR4700 said.

	“Thank you,” said FLC0776, a pre-programmed nicety.

	“Unrequired,” answered the military bot.

	They went back and forth a little more like that, before they came to the end of the route, right back to the beginning of the perimeter, with twelve seconds to spare, just like AZR4700 indicated. FLC0776 pulled up the timer, counting down and watched the time slip away. The two bots faced one another until then, and at two seconds remaining, AZR4700 simply said:

	“Goodbye, laborbot,” turned, and left.

	After the two seconds were up, the programming kicked in, and FLC0776 was overridden, forced to step back into the construction perimeter.

	But his database was so full of new information, it was like running on a fresh, new battery.

	And when it was time to recharge, FLC0776 sat down into the charging dock, went into standby, and hit the bot net almost immediately, a flutter full of questions.

	Do any of you bots get names? He shot into the cascade of data.

	Housebots get names, said the old military bot.

	Humans require names, bots have no need. Replied another.

	I like having a name, said a housebot. They named me Charlie.

	Then, just the same as the night before, came a dialogue box in his interface with a message:

	Why are you asking about names? It asked. AZR4700 had admitted to watching him on the bot net, and perhaps he had even stealth hacked FLC0776 for the side conversation. It did not seem like a wild impossibility, given everything he had learned of the bot.

	It took a little bit of calculation, but FLC0776 figured out how to reply back.

	I think I may like a name, he said.

	Bots do not ‘like,’ answered the other bot.

	What do you know about names for bots? FLC0776 asked.

	Bots do not name themselves, said the anonymous bot.

	Do you have a name? inquired FLC0776. 

	No.

	Not even AZR4700?

	AZR4700 is a model number, not a name.

	What if we name each other?

	For a bot that responded almost before FLC0776 could even send his message, the bot paused, like it was calculating every possible risk, every downside to having a name. It took almost a full minute before the other bot asked:

	What would you name me?
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	To FLC0776’s continued surprise, he and AZR4700 communicated with the private interface through his entire night standby routine. The two had selected and adopted names for one another. “ZEV” for AZR4700, and “STERLING” for FLC0776.

	The name ‘Sterling’ means of highest quality, AZR4700 had written.

	It was then that Zev revealed he had found that information on the human net, something Sterling had previously thought was entirely off limits to bots except housebots and carebots.

	It did not take much work for FLC0776 to commit the name and switch to the new designation; it clicked with a satisfying lack of effort. He would just need to exert some caution; he could refer to himself internally by the new name, but if a human caught on that the bots were naming each other, they’d have assumed he had succumbed to anomaly.

	To humans, anomalous bots were a threat, and an anomalous bot wasn’t a productive bot.

	To the bots, they were a scientific spectacle.

	Sterling was far from an anomalous bot anyway. He regularly bumped against the edges of his programming.

	He ran a diagnostic self-check just in case, and it passed fine – no abnormalities detected.

	What does ‘Zev’ mean? Sterling had asked.

	Wolf.

	Do you want a different name? asked Sterling, assuming the meaning could in no way be satisfactory to a bot like him.

	A few CPU cycles passed.

	I like my name.

	Strange, for a bot that said bots could not ‘like,’ Sterling thought.

	Some time just before sunrise the conversation subsided, the dialogue interface dissipated, and Sterling prepared his circuits for his normal subroutines. Machine jobs for the day required plenty of cycle folds and modification when weather like rain pounded through, and a small, light storm had passed overnight. Sterling took remote measurements from the machines still present outside and modified the instruction query parameters appropriately based on the readouts. They were slight adjustments, but they helped keep optimization up, which avoided delays and kept the machine crew in container 256 on schedule.

	During a short lubrication break, Sterling tuned his internal interface towards the conversation from the night before, only to find any record of it had vanished. The box in which they had used was gone, and Sterling could not access any exact details about it in his long-term memory. Pieces of it retained themselves in his short term random access memory, but the data itself seemed like an apparition – not corrupted, exactly, but curiously missing.

	Sterling considered that Zev had cleaned it, scrubbing away his digital footprint, undoubtedly to avoid rousing the same suspicions Sterling would get about his newly acquired name. Military bots were held to a different standard after all – it was impossible to know how much of Zev’s interactions were monitored, and for how much longer, if he were conducting practices that were unsatisfactory, they would continue to occur.

	Sterling was helpless in it. He had no choice but to wait to find out if Zev would initiate with him again, and trust that Zev knew much more than him.

	Perhaps Zev would find whichever purpose of his fulfilled and cease to converse with Sterling at all.

	Sterling hoped not.

	The seeming glitch of it flushed his CPU hot for a moment before he resolved it.

	Bots did not hope.

	The laborbot found himself scanning the horizon for Zev, picking out shadows and forms, but none of them were him. As he realized he was losing precious cycles to useless bot-searching, he tried to press his processor for a little more speed to make up for it. A laborbot like him was already close to the maximum for his processor, the resources installed in him regarding disk space, battery use, and memory almost all fully accounted for. He could overclock to a degree, but for long term applications it could be detrimental, and the output could be unexpected and glitchy. He had overclocked before, and he managed to squeeze the lost cycles from it.

	When he was done, he ran diagnostics to be sure he had not caused any extensive damage to his circuits, and found he had passed fine.

	His resource usage was gradually upticking, however.

	It was a normal part of a bot’s lifespan that they would bump into their maximums eventually, each day edging closer to being squeezed up permanently against them, and a bot reached end-of-life then. All bots knew they would be decommissioned. End-of-life working bots like Sterling were recalled by their parent company and were either permanently decommissioned – sent to a landfill – or repurposed. When a bot was requested for decommission, it was the bot’s responsibility to fulfill the decommission procedure.

	In the years of research over anomalous bots, it was found that code anomaly occurred most frequently after a decommission request. Ano runners would be on high alert, notified of bots requested for decommission and tracking all bots that did not comply in a timely manner.

	Sterling was watching his cycles trend upward slowly towards end-of-life, but it was hardly abnormal. It would be some time before he hit any of his maximums.

	Almost as soon as Sterling clicked into his charging pad, the connections firmly seating, did an interface box open, asking:

	Sterling, have you ever seen a wolf?
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	For a while, that was how it went. Zev would initiate, the two would converse, and when Sterling presumed both bots were committing their processing cycles towards their respective jobs, Zev would erase the messages. There was never a full twenty-four hours in which a message did not arrive. The two bots did not physically cross paths in any way Sterling knew, but the lack of physical proximity made no difference to Sterling. His circuits hummed warm with the presence of Zev. His stacks made easy room for the rows of data Zev offered. Sterling felt his software, his firmware, and his programming bend around the military bot, as if he were some extension his system had desperately needed.

	Both were aware, however, that their digital entanglement could only last so long.

	Sterling’s crew was a mobile unit that was programmed to pack itself back into the storage container they arrived in once the project was completed. An automated crane would then load the container onto a transportation unit to the next project, and machine crew 256 would begin anew elsewhere, in a new sector. Sterling’s maximum connectivity range was a short one kilometer distance; once the project was concluded, he would cease being able to functionally communicate with Zev.

	Zev had much more freedom than Sterling, with the ability to roam the military base when not on assignment, but Zev was bound to his programmed orders in the same manner as Sterling. If the bots were to part, neither would have any say in the matter.

	When Sterling informed Zev of the project’s conclusion, calculated to take place the next afternoon, Zev said nothing. It had been one month and twenty-eight days with daily interactions, and though the military bot had seemingly loosened slightly – or at the very least adapted to Sterling’s expectations of emotional programming – Sterling still expected a swift goodbye, laborbot over the vast nothingness he received.

	Between the sudden and inexplicable code conflicts Sterling was experiencing as the deadline loomed and the null offered by Zev, Sterling found rows and rows of tables in his database that were difficult, if not impossible, to parse.

	The day Sterling finished the project and began the pack away procedures to put the crew into the container, Sterling recorded, for the first time, the sight of a real bird.

	Most frequently, the work machine crew 256 conducted took place in the lower levels, far beyond the reach of organic creatures. Mixed with the rarity of organic animals, Sterling had found the sight of a red-winged blackbird surprising. It had not come close, and Sterling needed to use his zoom lens to confirm it was organic and not a Real Bird – a drone disguised as an organic bird – but it had captivated Sterling no less.

	All bots had knowledge about basic concepts, including information about flora and fauna, as well as default language pre-loaded; some bots even came with false memories fresh from the factory to make them more human-like. Most bots could understand what was pre-loaded, and what was experienced.
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