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            SOME TOYS JUST SHOULDN’T BE PLAYED WITH.

          

        

      

    

    
      When tech genius and mogul Andrea Daanik Ramoni invited the sex bot into her marriage bed, she knew it’d be trouble. What she didn’t know was that it would also be murder.

      After being betrayed by her husband and their shared lover, Drea plummets into a cybernetic underworld where nothing is what it seems— a place of high-tech and low life, where her own nanotechnology is God, both the salvation and the greatest threat to an already crumbling human race.
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      Honestly. If we’d just fucked and dumped her like my friends told me to, I would have been better off.

      I close my eyes and lean my head against soft blood-red leather. The hum of my vehicle rolls through my flesh, touching me in places my own husband has refused to even look at in over a year.

      My driver Dan asks if I’d like a drink, and I tell him don’t bother. Of course, he makes me one anyway… he knows I’m going to change my mind.

      A martini pops out of the middle armrest, and for the first time in years of being a rich snooty bitch, I actually think to look at Dan and say thank you. But the driver’s seat is empty. As usual.

      “Thanks, Dan,” I mutter dryly, and I lift my drink to wherever the hell “Dan” is. Whether he’s in the car or is the car, I never quite worked out.

      “You’re welcome, Madam,” the smooth auto voice replies, from everywhere and nowhere. “If there is anything else I could do to make your trip more pleasant, please let me know.”

      I smirk and take another sip. “How do you feel about killing my husband’s mistress?”

      “Unfortunately, murder is not within my capabilities. I’m just a humble driver, trying to keep his head down and trying to feed his family—”

      “Hardy har har.” I roll my eyes. “That joke gets funnier eeevery time.”

      “I try, Madam.” Then I hear Dan pause, as though in thought. “Laughter is good for you. It is good for days like this.”

      “Is it? Seems like no matter how much I laugh, she always gets the last one.”

      “According to the laws of probability, no single organism can always have the last laugh.”

      Beyond this, Dan has nothing else to say. Can’t blame him. AI can do a lot, but unyielding fatalism wasn’t their forte. All they knew were probabilities, possibilities. In a world built on variables, for them, no situation was 100% lost or hopeless. That? That wasn’t my world.

      “Okay, then,” I sigh, giving up my attempts at getting Dan’s sympathy. (How pathetic is that anyway, having a therapy session with my car?) “Let’s just work within the law. Help me practice my speech for the press conference.”

      “That would be preferable, Madam, and much more amenable to your life happiness.”

      “Hi, I’m Drea. And I’m the dumb bitch getting divorced for a sex doll.”

      “That was a lovely first go, Madam, but according to my rhetorical analysis, the press would welcome softer and more diplomatic language.”

      I snicker. “Hi, I’m Drea. And I’m the dumb bitch getting divorced for a sex doll, please and thank you.”

      Dan actually lets out a chuckle. For a moment, he even sounds pretty human. That I can make an AI laugh is one accomplishment I can maybe put on my dating profile, when I finally made one. I can see it now: “I love trips overseas, and I make a mean tart. You won’t find me funny, but my driverless car thinks I’m a fucking riot, so…” Yeah. I’m sure that’d bring the men a-runnin’.

      “One more time, Madam?”

      I take another drink and close my eyes. “My name is Andrea Daanik Ramoni, and it has been an absolute pleasure, honor, and privilege serving as the Chief Executive Officer, Founder, and Head Dreamer of DeFTek. Over the past thirty years, we have made great strides in the field of autotechnica. Which is why I cannot allow recent occurrences in my personal life to mar the longevity and the integrity of my company and its mission. As such, I have decided to step down and to pass the torch to my trusted advisor and COO Cynthia Lefevre.”

      I pause, feeling the weight of the words I had previously refused to say. I shut my eyes tightly.

      “Take your time, Madam.”

      “I…” I swallow down and then take a breath before I continue. “On a more personal note, I realize the fear and uncertainty the public may be feeling at this time. ‘Is this the beginning of the end? Will I get replaced too?’ These are the questions you see every day on your televisions and news channels, your magazines, papers, social media feeds, and uplinks.

      But please, do not give into fearmongering and false extrapolations. I urge you— family, friends, husbands, wives— to not take the happenings of my own life as precedent for what will happen with yours. Autotech makes our lives better, cleaner, faster; and an investment in them is an investment in a better world… no matter what the sacrifice.”

      The truth is that there’s nothing I or Dan the Driverless Dodge Charger can do to make this sound any better than it is. I am losing the love of my life. I am losing the company I built, and I am losing the trust and respect of the people for whom I built it.

      I am losing everything… everything except myself. And who knows how long even that will last.

      The limo pulls up to the curb, where my security detail is waiting for me. They hold a raging sea of screaming reporters at bay, but they can’t contain the blinding flares of their cameras. Everyone is desperate to get a picture of the dead woman walking, the first stone cast in the war of Bettys and Bots: the war between real women and the synthetics. The war I claim doesn’t exist.

      “For what it’s worth, Madam. You did not deserve this.”

      I don’t agree, but I relish Dan’s sweet words. They are the last ones I’ll hear for a long time. “The world didn’t deserve this,” I whisper. Then I steel myself, finally ready. “Get home safe, Dan.”

      “Always, Madam. Good luck.”

      I take a deep breath as the butterfly doors of my limo lift up, and I step out of my metallic cocoon. Blinded by camera flashes and assaulted by questions, I walk the gauntlet to my lawyer’s office, ready to sign the last of the divorce papers.
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      I get home later that evening. Totally trashed.

      “On.”

      My command is tired and slurred, but somehow the television understands and obeys. The hum and drum of reality stars, late night cartoons, and rom coms fills my living room— literally— as holographic figures are three-dimensionally projected around me, letting their scripted dramas unfold.

      I sit next to the detective who’s just gotten seduced by the femme fatale in his office, and I watch them have a hot screw on his desk. I drink his whiskey with him when he finds out that she’s betrayed him. I watch the unspoken sorrow churn in his face when he’s forced to shoot her… the bad guy all along.

      “Yeah. I’m with you buddy.” I take another swig, and I feel the Jack Daniels strip the layers from my throat as I watch him walk away. He is the victor and the loser, suffering from his bite of the forbidden fruit. I lift my drink to him in salute. “We always think we want to know, don’t we? The truth.”

      He’s unaware of me, but I watch him. I salute him again. Then I change the channel.

      A sweet romcom unfolds around me. I stand in a gentle meadow of some farm in Iowa, taking in an early summer breeze. I watch some stupid fool girl on a stupid beautiful horse, fall in stupid love with the stupid boy next door, who has been rigging the stupid races for the stupid local scoundrel. He falls in stupid love back, and together, they take the scoundrel down.

      It’s all so dumb… and still, I want it. I want stupid. But I know I’ll never have it again.

      Tears fill my eyes, and I change the channel. It’s the news, and I’m standing, watching the anchors in real-time as they give the quick and dirty of tonight’s docket. I can smell the male anchor’s cologne, he’s so close… the female anchor’s hair mousse too. They have good taste. They run through the highlights at a quick clip, and as they do, the events unfold around me, serving me a mosaic of the world I rarely get to see.

      I hear the gunshots of war. I smell Wall Street greed. I taste the sweat of a politician’s sex scandal… and then, just as I expected, she pops up on the screen, and suddenly, I’m in the room with her too.

      Dark mahogany skin. Long cascading braids swept up into an elegant up-do. Brown eyes that could be soft and sweet when they wanted to be. She had a body that killed, and right now it was draped in what had to be some obscenely-priced Egyptian-cotton business suit.

      It was me. Andrea Daanik Ramoni.

      “And today we witness the unfortunate end of the Ramoni-46 scandal today when Andrea Ramoni herself announced that she would be resigning as Chief Executive Officer of her company: DeFemme Technologies, more colloquially known at DeFTek. The shocking announcement comes shortly after her high-profile divorce from David Ramoni, who admitted publicly that he’d been having an affair with longtime mistress Bridget Burnett— a model 46 autotech, created for erotic and adult entertainment.”

      “Still,” the female anchor interjects. “The sordid details of Mr. Ramoni’s illicit affair may have problems actually sticking to Drea Ramoni, whose colleagues have come out in ire against Mr. Ramoni’s conduct. One of Drea Ramoni’s business partners spoke candidly of the highly-regarded mogul and autotech progeny, saying that ‘Drea and her contributions are godsends and blessings to the world, and she’s changed the very course of humanity with her brilliance’. He added that ‘to mar her reputation with the ill-informed decisions of her husband would be tantamount to the age-old sexist tradition of defining a woman by the man at her side rather than by the accomplishments at her back. And oh the many accomplishments has she’.”

      Through my tears, I finally crack a tiny smile. That had to have been Michael, who like me, was a slave to the truth… even when he told me he wanted to fuck me on his on wife’s boudoir. I declined, of course, and I forgave him that. A moment of weakness which he now made up for, a thousand fold.

      The anchor continues. “Her anonymous colleague is not wrong in his assessment of Drea Ramoni’s technological contributions to a variety of social institutions both at home and abroad. Orphaned at the age of 7, Ramoni grew up on the streets of the Bronx. At night she slept in the bathroom of the Morris Park New York Public Library, and during the day, spent time going to her local public school and reading the entire Morris Park collection of math and science books.”

      “I was obsessed with the way the world worked.” A younger me, twelve years ago is projected on screen now, giving an interview to a journalist and explaining why she was so into science. She is smiling. Happy. Naive. “Mostly because I thought the world was cruel, and I thought that understanding it more would help me come to terms with what had happened in my life.”

      “Did you ever get answers?” The journalist asks.

      Younger me takes a moment to think. She really is adorable. “I didn’t get answers around what happened. But I did get a lot of ideas on what could happen. And I wanted to be at the helm of that.”

      Younger me is smiling, and as I stand watching her, I remember that day: I had just scored my first major government contract to renovate a local children’s health clinic and install autotech medics to see patients—

      “And Andrea Ramoni did just that,” the male anchor, in real time now, switches from my old interview and continues tonight’s news report. “At the tender age of 16, she graduated MIT a triple major in microbiology, engineering, and robotics with the honor of summa cum laude. Then she went on to pursue doctoral degrees in the same fields, at 23 becoming the youngest multiple PhD graduate in the history of the university. No small potatoes for a girl from the streets. From there, she established DeFemme Technologies, with the aim to use her own patented autotech for the provision of high-quality medical services in low-income communities.”

      I watch as he gives a grand show of my better angels on screen: a montage of autotech AI providing medical exams, vaccinations, running wellness assessments algorithms. Autotech sentients executing life-saving surgeries with 0% death rates. The installation of organic matter 3D-printers, and their first printings: custom organs created with real grafts from the patients who needed them.

      For a moment, I don’t feel like the dumbest bitch in the world. I feel… significant.

      “Largely hailed as a hero,” the anchor continues. “Ramoni and her ilk significantly reduced health disparity for impoverished communities and has changed the face of America by simply ensuring that these faces actually make it to an adult age. She went on to introduce autotech medical centers and medical care to hundreds of communities across the country and the world, but soon, the self-made autotech multi-billionaire would begin to expand her horizons into other human interests… including law enforcement, manufacturing, and finally, the investment that would ultimately be the chink in her seemingly impenetrable armor: the sex industry.”

      My smile drops. There it was. The old elevator trick: building up the profile of the target, talking up her achievements, building her esteem— and then throwing her off the mountain. To her death.

      The death fall wouldn’t work otherwise.

      I listen as the anchors then begin to describe my fall from glory. They expose my “unorthodox” open marriage, my blind dedication to my husband and his happiness, the way in which I allowed myself to be duped— no, how I practically gave Bridget permission to take the love of my life away from me. Then they take the scalpel to my psyche, speculating on my abandonment issues and potential disassociation disorders… a lonely child doomed to forever wander dark streets.

      I feel the snarl seep from my lips, and with a whip of the remote, I change the channel. Still, no matter which channel I go to, I always end up back in a news studio, watching myself ascend and then crash, over and over. I cycle through, unable to escape the rolling overlaps of whispers, laughter, and taunting, and before long, I hear the sound of cracking beneath my flesh.

      God, I wished I could escape from it. My life. My shame. I’d given him everything. I’d debased myself for him… for this.

      I look down— and I blink at the long plastic crack in the remote I’m holding.

      Suddenly, I can feel my heartrate kicking up. The adrenaline. It all builds with each cynical laugh the world throws at me. Me, after everything I gave them.

      “AFTER EVERYTHING I GAVE YOU!!” I scream, and I pitch back my arm as far as it can go. “FUCK YOU, RAMONI!”

      The scream barely sounds like me as I hurl the remote into the television screen. I watch as its nanite projectors scurry out of the remote’s way, like ants fleeing from a boot. The remote hits the wall and shatters, and once its pieces fall to the floor, the nanites pool back into their original places. The TV still blares, mocking me.

      “Yeah. Screw you too,” I mutter. I point uselessly at each nanite. “All nine million of you little bastards.”

      They don’t care. I pop some Xanax… maybe five more than I should. I know its pathetic. But it’s the only way that I can deal, my only respite. The thought crosses my mind to chase it with three bottles of vodka, but then I decide against it. At this point, the only thing more embarrassing than getting divorced for a sex toy would be to take my life over one.

      Then there was also the Memory Hacker. Rumors of some dude— Rex, something or other— who could enter your mind and wipe memories from it. Or… something like that. But those were just rumors, and they’d stopped shortly after he’d blown himself up in an attempted terrorist attack on a military facility. The details had been fuzzy, and his little stunt had nearly taken my company out of the black as investors had run for the hills, away from the military nanotech market. Whatever services he could have provided didn’t matter. Clearly, the dumbass was out of business.

      I sigh. Good God, the choices that women have in life really do suck.

      I stare at the ceiling and let the tears fall, letting mascara run from my face to my sheets. After about an hour, I finally begin to feel the mercy of sleep.
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